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The Haunting of Hatake Kakashi 
by HazelBeka 
Summary 


It’s been a year since Iruka unmasked the ANBU Hound, and 

since then he and Kakashi have grown closer than Iruka ever 
dared to dream. But there are still things Kakashi keeps from 

him: he won't talk about his father or his genin team, although 
rumours about their deaths have always been rife. 


lruka’s chance to learn more finally comes when they celebrate 
Obon together — the summer festival of the dead. One 
sweltering night, they invite the spirits of their loved ones into 
Kakashi’s home, but on the second night, when they try to send 
them back to the underworld, something goes wrong. The dead 
still linger in Kakashi’s house — and they’re restless. 


All lruka has is a handful of seals, a book of ghost stories, and 
his feelings for Kakashi, which burn so brightly he’s starting to 
question their nature. But he wil/ protect Kakashi and no one 
can stop him — not the living or the dead. 


Notes 
Some notes before we begin: 


This story is part of the Kakairu Big Bang, which is an event that 
pairs up artists and writers to collaborate on longer projects. | 
was paired with the wonderful Aratribo, whose art you may have 
seen before, and if you haven't then absolutely check out her 
tumblr. She did an amazing job, and we chose to embed her art 
here in the fic so you'll see it as you read. 


| wanted to include an additional content warning that | didn't 
tag because | thought it would be misleading without the 


context. This fic deals with Kakashi's lost loved ones, including 
the canonical suicides of Sakumo and Rin. There is also some 
suicide ideation in the subtext, which is never explicitly 
discussed, but if you're sensitive to the topic then you'll probably 
pick up on it. There is no self-harm and there is no 'on-screen' 
suicide. 


While the main plot of this fic is standalone, there's a subplot 
that carries on directly from Building Traps for Gods, the first fic 
in this series, so | would strongly recommend you read that one 
first. 


| also decided to record this fic so there are audio versions in 
each chapter. For some reason | could not get the ao3 
embedded player to work, so | gave up and have included the 
links to where they're hosted on my google drive - you should be 
able to stream or download them but please let me know if you 
have any issues. 


Rituals for the Invocation of Spirits 


Stream or download the audio for Chapter One here 
All ghost stories must start with a death. This one is no exception. 


lruka was the one who found the cat. It was huddled up under one of 
the trees at the back of the Hatake compound, so freshly dead that it 
hadn't yet been feasted on by flies or worms. Iruka had spent the 
morning lacing chakra wire between the branches, paper seals 
hanging limply in the still air like garlands. He did most of his trap 
work in Kakashi’s back yard these days; there was at least as much 
space as a training ground but with none of the people, and Kakashi 
would sometimes bring him juice with ice tinkling in the glass or cool 
slices of watermelon. There was still a plate of rinds on the grass 
from earlier, and Iruka had decided to go hunt through the kitchen for 
more when he stumbled almost literally across the cat. 


He shimmied down the tree, hands clumsy because the day was hot 
and his palms were clammy with sweat, and noticed the furry shape 
among the roots right before he almost put his foot on it. He flinched 
back just in time and stumbled, falling heavily on his ass. 


“Ah, fuck!” 


Rubbing his backside and muttering curses, he scowled over at the 
animal, expecting it to shoot away through the trees. Instead it lay 
still, a white cat with its eyes closed and its mouth open to bear a 
hint of sharp canines and pink tongue. For one uncertain moment, 
lruka thought it might be sleeping, but then he took a step closer and 
it still didn’t move, and that’s when he knew it was dead. 


He was fairly sure Kakashi didn’t own a cat. He’d never seen a cat in 
the Hatake compound before and Kakashi had never mentioned 
one. How it had found its way onto Kakashi’s property was a 
mystery, and how it had died wasn’t obvious either. Iruka crouched 


over the body, not sure what to do about it, and so he didn’t hear 
Kakashi approach until he was almost upon the grove of trees. 


“What do you have there?” Kakashi asked. Naruto was balanced on 
one hip, and Iruka tried to angle his body so that Naruto wouldn't see 
the small shape among the tree roots. 


“There's a cat,” he said. “It’s, uh. Not doing so well.” 


“A kitty!” Naruto said at once, wriggling in Kakashi’s grip. “Where’s 
the kitty?” 


“That way,” Kakashi said, swivelling around and pointing out across 
the lawn. “Why don't you go look for it.” He put Naruto down and 
adjusted the boy’s sunhat before letting him toddle off, yelling happily 
for the kitty. 


lruka moved back so Kakashi could see past him to the cat, and 
Kakashi knelt down at his side to examine it. 


It was a sweltering August day, the air thick and heavy with pollen, 
tempered only by the meagre shade of the trees. Kakashi’s answer 
to the heat was not shorts and a loose t-shirt like Iruka, but rather a 
pair of khakis and a form-fitting tank top, which for once did not have 
a mask attached. Kakashi was still wearing a mask, of course, but it 
hooked around the backs of his ears, leaving his pale throat naked. 
As Kakashi frowned at the cat, Iruka found his own gaze lingering on 
the jut of Kakashi’s Adam’s apple and a small mole in the hollow 
above his collar bone. 


“Whose pet are you?” Kakashi murmured, and to Iruka’s horror he 
nudged the cat with his bare hand, checking for a collar. 


“Don’t touch it!” Iruka said. “It’s probably a stray. It'll have rabies or 
something.” 


“I'll wash my hands,” Kakashi promised. He was still frowning 
thoughtfully, and Iruka glanced back at Naruto, who had made his 


way over to the flowerbeds and was chasing butterflies through the 
begonias well out of earshot. 


“What should we do with it?” he asked. 


“Bury it, | guess,” Kakashi said. “It’s not the first time I’ve found small 
dead things out here. Or dying things. There was a bird once that 
flew into the window so hard | heard it from two rooms away. When | 
went outside to check, | found it twitching on the veranda. Its 
heartbeat was so fast, it was hard to believe something so small 
could work so hard to live. | broke its neck.” 


lruka stared at him, appalled. 
“Why?” 


“| didn't think it was going to get better,” Kakashi said. “Maybe | was 
wrong. But | wouldn’t know how to care for it and it didn’t feel right to 
walk away and leave it to suffer.” 


He hadn't taken his eyes off the cat the whole time. A spider, 
spindle-legged and black, crawled up one of the cat’s legs and Iruka 
flicked it off, disgusted, and then wondered why he’d bothered. It 
wasn't like the cat would care anymore. 


In the trees above them, the cicadas were chirping, a droning buzz 
that had long burrowed its way into Iruka’s head until he was barely 
conscious of it. Beyond that, he could hear Naruto calling out 
happily, wanting to show them something. He half-expected Kakashi 
to get up and go to him and leave the cat for later, but Kakashi didn’t 
look up. 


“It feels like a bad omen,” he said. “A death on today of all days.” 
“What's wrong with today?” Iruka asked. 


“Tomorrow is the start of Obon. The one time of the year when the 
spirits of the dead are allowed to return to the land of the living. It just 


seems...” Kakashi shook his head and finally looked up at Iruka. “Ah, 
you're right, I’m overthinking it. Guess I’m a little superstitious.” 


“Do you want me to bury the cat?” 


Kakashi shook his head. “No, it’s OK. I’ll do it. Go distract Naruto for 
me, will you? Then it'll be time to take him back to the orphanage.” 


lruka nodded and stood up. He stepped out of the shade of the trees 
and into the sunlight, squinting against the glare. When he'd crossed 
half the lawn, he turned back, and saw Kakashi still kneeling at the 
base of the tree and digging a grave in the soft earth with his bare 
hands. The cicadas screamed and the sun beat down, and the dead 
were laid to rest. 


On the first morning of Obon, the graveyard was full of the living. 
Families clustered around their dead, wearing traditional dress and 
carrying parasols to keep off the heat of the sun. A strange mixture 
of moods hung over the graves: young children ran about giggling, 
full of festival spirit, but the adults were solemn as they knelt in 
prayer. The contrast made Iruka uneasy. 


He and Mizuki stood before the Mitarashi family graves. This 
responsibility made Iruka uneasy too. He had never met Anko’s 
parents and felt a fraud as he placed the wooden pail on the ground, 
the water sloshing almost over the brim, and then scooped out a 
wooden ladleful and tipped it over the first grave. 


“| never saw the point of washing the gravestones,” Mizuki said 
blandly. “They're just going to get dirty again.” 


He was arranging some flowers haphazardly over the second grave. 
They’d picked a bundle of wildflowers between them yesterday in the 


woods, and Iruka felt mildly embarrassed by how shoddy the offering 
was next to the bright — and expensive — bouquets that decorated 
the other headstones nearby. 


“It's what you’re meant to do,” he said, ladling another scoop of 
water onto the grave and splashing the hem of his yukata. “And we 
promised Anko, so we've got to do it right.” 


“| didn't say we shouldn't, | just think it’s stupid,” Mizuki muttered. 


He’d been tired and irritable for most of the summer, and Iruka had 
got used to seeing the dark bags under his eyes. Since the weather 
had turned humid, they'd both been sleeping badly. It wasn’t like 
their apartment had air conditioning, and opening the windows didn’t 
do a damn thing. Iruka couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt a 
cool breeze. At night they lay on the floor with damp towels pressed 
against their necks and foreheads to try and cool down enough to 
sleep, and during the day they both had training with their genin 
teams and the kind of summer missions that felt beneath them: 
trimming the hedges in the clan compounds and scooping fallen 
blossoms out of their ornamental ponds. Iruka hated D class 
missions dearly. 


A couple of weeks ago he’d been assigned to trim the lawn at the 
Yamanaka compound and had hoped he'd see Anko, but she hadn't 
come outside. He'd asked after her but been told she was busy. With 
what, Iruka couldn't imagine. On the few occasions in the past year 
when he and Mizuki had been allowed to see her, they had never 
been left alone. There had always been a chaperone, usually the 
same middle-aged woman, who would insert herself relentlessly into 
the conversation and head off any questions without letting Anko get 
a word in edgeways. The last time they’d visited, Mizuki's patience 
had snapped and he’d called her a few choice words. They hadn’t 
been allowed back since. 


Mizuki glanced at his watch, and Iruka resisted the urge to ask him 
the time. 


“We've got ages yet,” he said. “We won't be late.” 


“Yeah, | know.” Mizuki looked out over the rows of graves, his 
irritation easing into a contemplative frown. “Do you think she’s 
looking forward to freedom?” 


“How should | know?” 


“| mean, if it were me...if Il’d done something that terrible, | don’t 
know if | could ever step out of the house again.” 


“It wasn’t her fault,” Iruka said sharply. 


“Yes it was,” Mizuki said. He didn’t look happy about it but his tone 
was flat. “She led those kids up into the mountains knowing full well 
what her sensei would do to them. You know why she couldn't come 
here to wash her own parents’ graves.” 


lruka did know, but when Mizuki pointed, he still looked. A few rows 
away, his gaze caught on another couple of young mourners. The 
oldest girl was about ten years old, her sister seven or eight. They 
were both kneeling in front of a gravestone even newer than the 
kyuubi graves. It was less than a year old, in fact, and was a grave in 
name only. The bodies of Orochimaru’s victims had never been 
found. 


“Anko killed their brother,” Mizuki said softly. “Not with her own 
hands, but she killed him and everyone knows it.” 


It was a good thing Iruka wasn’t holding the bucket or he’d have 
tipped the whole thing over Mizuki's head. As it was, he was holding 
the empty ladle, which he swung hard into Mizuki's hip. 


“Ow! Hey, I’m just giving you a reality check! That’s what happened 
and you're going to have to accept it, Iruka.” 


“Screw you,” lruka said tightly. “If you think she’s such a monster, 
why are you still her friend, huh? Why are you here at all?” 


Mizuki had stepped out of striking range and he kept his gaze warily 
on Iruka’s ladle, but he shrugged and shoved his hands in his 
pockets. 


“| don’t know,” he said. “If | was smart, I’d ditch her, but | don’t want 
to. Maybe I’m just an idiot.” 


lruka’s grip loosened on the ladle. He looked again at the two girls by 
the grave. From this distance, he couldn’t tell if either of them was 
crying. It seemed wrong that they were here alone, but who else did 
they have? They’d already lost their parents, and now their older 
brother too. Something should have changed after the second 
tragedy but nothing had. They were still alone, and if they cried at 
their brother’s graveside, who was left to care? 


lruka turned away. 


“| guess I’m an idiot too,” he said, standing up and picking up the 
pail. “Come on, let’s go. We can't leave Anko waiting.” 


In the eleven months since Iruka had helped rescue the missing 
children, the stories about what had happened that night had 
shapeshifted through several forms. But just as a werewolf in each of 
his bodies still has two eyes, two ears and a hungry belly, the story 
retained at its core two unchangeable facts: Iruka was the hero, and 
Anko the monster. It didn’t matter how many times Iruka told his 
version of events: that Anko and Hound had been the ones to face 
Orochimaru at the end and that his trap would not have worked 
without her help. Somehow, in the retelling, her redemption was 
undone. 


lruka felt sometimes that only he could see the events with the clarity 
of daylight. The rest of the village was trapped in night, the only part 


of the truth that reached them was the reflected light of the moon. In 
the darkness, they couldn't see Anko clearly. In the moonlight, she 
transformed from girl to beast. 


It wasn’t surprising, then, that her house arrest in the Yamanaka 
compound was a fact well known by every child and teenager in the 
village — or at least the class of children lruka associated with. Some 
of them had also been there that night, albeit unconscious, although 
a couple claimed they’d woken during the fight and seen things that 
definitely hadn't happened. Iruka didn’t know if they were dreams or 
lies, though he suspected. 


He certainly couldn’t refute their accounts of how they’d ended up 
there: how Anko had lured them up the mountain into Orochimaru’s 
lair. He hadn’t even heard Anko’s version of events because he 
hadn't got the chance to ask her. It had been a forbidden subject on 
the few occasions they’d been allowed to visit, as though the 
Yamanakas thought that if no one spoke about it, everyone would 
forget. 


The orphans of Konoha had not forgotten. And they knew that today 
the bogeyman’s apprentice was due to be released. 


lruka and Mizuki had been tasked with walking Anko home. 
Technically, it was a mission — D class, the two of them requested 
personally. Iruka wasn’t sure why Inoichi had bothered, though he’d 
decided it was probably to make the clan look good — giving Anko 
protection on her way home and being kind to the poor orphan hero 
boys — and to release the Yamanakas of the responsibility of taking 
her any further than their own front door. It had been Iruka and 
Mizuki who had moved all her things to her new apartment the day 
before, another D class mission with a suspiciously generous 
payment for a task they would have done for free. Iruka had been 
half-tempted to turn the money down, but the rent cost more than his 
pride, and so he’d taken the cash and told himself he’d use a little to 
buy Anko something nice. That would make it all right. 


They walked straight from the cemetery to the eastern clan 
neighbourhood, still in their yukatas and geta. There was a notable 
absence of children in the streets. Some of them would be 
celebrating Obon with their families. Some of the ones without 
families would be celebrating too — if ‘celebrating’ was the right term 
when your whole family was dead — but Iruka worried about the 
others. He knew how to read the streets, and silence was never 
good. 


They reached the Yamanaka compound just as the gate was 
Opening — or perhaps someone had seen them coming up the street 
— and Inoichi stepped out onto the road. He caught sight of them and 
smiled, raising a hand, and then turned back and beckoned to 
someone still standing on the other side of the gate. Iruka forgot to 
try and play it cool, and he ran the last few yards, arriving just as 
Anko stepped out. 


She’d changed a lot over the past year. Her hair was longer, and 
she’d taken to wearing it down around her shoulders, the better to 
duck her head and hide behind. She was also more — more girl, 
although Iruka tried his best not to notice that, but the main 
difference wasn’t how she looked, it was how she held herself. When 
they’d been at school together, she’d always had so much energy. 
She was the one who called out answers in class, the one who 
volunteered for everything, the one who bounced on the balls of her 
feet whenever they had to stand in line. But now that energy was 
gone. Instead there was a tension in her shoulders and a glassy look 
in her eyes as though she'd rather be inside her head than out in the 
world. 


The Yamanakas were supposed to have undone the damage 
Orochimaru had caused. In Iruka’s opinion, she looked worse now 
than she'd done under his care, and that was fucking saying 
something. 


“Well, | won't keep you with lengthy goodbyes,” Inoichi said brightly. 
“Thank you for walking her home, boys. I’m sure you've got a lot to 
catch up on so I'll let you get going.” He rested a hand on Anko’s 


shoulder. “It’s been lovely to have you, Anko, and remember that if 
you need anything, you only have to ask.” 


Anko nodded. Inoichi patted her shoulder and then smiled again at 
lruka. 


“lll leave her to you then.” 

And that was it. He’d washed his hands of her. He stepped back 
through the gate and shut it behind him, and without any ceremony 
at all, Anko was free. 

“Well, that’s over,” Mizuki said. “About fucking time they let you out, 
though you'd think they’d have a bit more class than to dump you out 
on the street like that.” 

Anko shrugged. “They couldn't wait to be rid of me,” she said. “The 
feeling’s mutual. Come on, let’s go. | don’t want to stay here another 
minute.” 


She set off down the road, hands jammed into the pockets of her 
shorts. lruka and Mizuki fell into step beside her. 


“You want to go straight to your new place?” Iruka asked. 

“| guess. What's it like?” 

“You haven't seen it?” 

“You kidding? This is the first time I’ve set foot outside that fucking 
compound since they brought me here.” Anko was gazing around at 
the street as she spoke. “God, I’d almost forgotten what the outside 
world looked like.” 


“You don’t look very happy to see it,” Mizuki said. 


“Happy,” Anko said, as though tasting a word she’d never heard 
before. “What do | have to be happy about?” 


“| don’t know, maybe seeing your two best friends in the world, who 
went out of their way to visit your parents’ graves this morning and 
then came to escort your ladyship home.” 


Anko’s frown relaxed at that. “Thanks, guys,” she said. “Honestly...” 
She looked down. “I wasn’t sure you'd come.” 


Mizuki flung an arm around her shoulders just as Iruka patted her on 
the back, making her stumble under their joint assault. 


“Give us some credit,” Iruka said. “You think we’d have hung around 
all this time waiting just to ditch you the moment you stepped out the 
door?” 


“Plus you know they’re paying us for this, right?” Mizuki said. “Ow!” 
lruka had hit him. “What, I’m just saying! We could buy a cake on the 
way home — make it a real celebration.” 


“Ramen,” Anko sighed. “I haven't had ramen in almost a whole year. 
Let’s swing by Ichiraku’s — Mizuki, you’re buying.” 


“Iruka’s got money too!” 
“Yeah, but | like him better than you.” 


And just like that, on this sweltering summer's day, everything felt 
normal. Anko was back, and though she looked like she hadn't slept 
in a month she was more alive than Iruka could remember seeing 
her for a long, long time. Maybe he’d been too quick to judge Inoichi 
and his clan. 


Of course, it was too good to last. 


Anko’s new neighbourhood was in a quiet part of town — a much 
better part than the district where Iruka and Mizuki lived. Today it 
was especially quiet, most of the residents down at the cemetery or 
visiting family for Obon. And so, when a group of kids stepped out of 
a side street, there was no one to intervene. 


There were only four of them, and they were all a year or two 
younger than Iruka, three boys and a girl. One of the boys was 
clearly the leader of the group and the bravest. He took a couple of 
steps closer than the others dared, one eye beetle black and 
narrowed, the other a glass eye of startling blue that stared blankly 
past them, accusing in its blindness. Beside him, lruka felt Anko go 
taut. 


“You're in our way, Takeo,” Mizuki said. 


Takeo ignored him. He was staring at Anko, face pale and lips thin 
with either fear or rage. 


“So it’s true then,” he said. “They're really letting the monster go.” 


lruka took a step forwards, raising his hands. “She’s not going to 
bother you,” he said. “Just leave her alone and she'll leave you 
alone, OK?” 


Takeo’s gaze slid to Iruka, whose stomach squirmed. 


“Why are you on her side?” Takeo asked. “How has she got you so 
fooled? You were there. You were one of us. Both of you,” he added, 
gesturing to Mizuki. “She was going to let her freaky sensei cut you 
up like he cut me up but you’re on her side?” The glass eye didn't 
follow his gaze, and it seemed to stare relentlessly past Anko, as 
though there were an extra presence standing behind her. 


“Orochimaru brainwashed her,” Mizuki said. “Which you already 
know because we've told you a thousand times. Now she’s been un- 
brainwashed. You really think they’d let her go if she was some evil 
mastermind?” 


“Oh please, like the hokage and his cronies know shit. They let the 
kyuubi walk around, and Friend-Killer Kakashi,” Takeo said, but that 
was all he managed to say because Iruka shoved him so hard that 
he stumbled and fell on his ass in the gutter. The other kids scuttled 


back, one glancing down the alleyway as though considering making 
a break for it. 


“Leave Kakashi out of this,” Iruka snarled. “And Anko saved your ass 
in the end. She almost died to help us free you from Orochimaru.” 


Takeo got to his feet. He was shorter than Iruka but he didn’t back 
down. 


“You know what the other kids say about you?” he asked. “They 
think you're some great hero. They spread all these stupid rumours 
about you, like you got accepted into ANBU, or the hokage is going 
to adopt you, all sorts of bullshit. | might only have one eye left, but | 
see you, Iruka. You think you’re better than us, but | remember you 
from school. You were thick as shit then and you're just as stupid 
now. She's playing you and you don't even see it. She'll get you 
next, you wait and see.” 


Mizuki started towards them, but Anko got there first. She gently 
pushed lIruka aside and stared down Takeo, who flinched back but 
managed to hold his nerve. 


“You might have fooled them,” he said, “but the rest of us know what 
you are.” 


Anko held herself rigid. Her cheeks were flushed and her chakra was 
crackling in the air, that same diseased chakra Orochimaru had filled 
her with. They hadn’t managed to purge it from her system no matter 
what they'd tried. 


” 


“Leave me alone,” she hissed, “or I'll rip out your other eye myself. 


Takeo stumbled back, nerve finally shot. “She threatened me!” he 
said wildly. “You all heard that. You still want to tell me she isn’t a 
monster?” 


Anko glanced past him at the other kids, who all fled as though her 
gaze alone might be fatal. Takeo yelled after them, but they weren’t 


coming back, and then Anko advanced on him another step and he 
turned and ran like a demon was on his heels. 


lruka had frozen when he’d felt Anko’s chakra, but now she reined it 
back in and he unstuck himself enough to exchange a wide-eyed 
look with Mizuki. Neither of them spoke. Iruka’s mouth was too dry, 
even if he’d known what to say, and mentally he was still stuck at 
what the fuck, which probably wasn’t a bad starting place if he could 
only force his lips to move. 


“That was quite a display,” a smooth male voice said from 
somewhere above them. 


lruka whirled around to see an ANBU crouched on the edge of a 
rooftop. He was watching Anko, head tilted to one side, and he didn’t 
seem overly concerned that she'd just threatened a kid — and not just 
any kid, but one of Orochimaru’s victims — but you could never truly 
tell with ANBU. 


“You were following us?” Mizuki asked, and the accusation was clear 
in his voice: and you didn’t stop her? 


The ANBU dropped down to street level with catlike grace. Iruka was 
familiar with most of ANBU, but this one was fairly new and they’d 
only crossed paths once or twice. He had a distinctive spiral design 
on his mask and messy blond hair, and it was always difficult to tell 
but Iruka thought he was one of the younger ANBU, perhaps 
Kakashi’s age. His code name, bizarrely enough, was Snail. 


“Did you think we wouldn't be keeping tabs on the bogeyman’s 
apprentice?” Snail asked. On seeing their expressions, he added, 
“Yeah, we know what the kids call you, Anko. We've learnt our 
lessons about turning a blind eye to what you guys get up to.” He 
paused. “Insensitive ‘blind eye’ joke unintentional, by the way.” 


Anko was watching him uneasily, and lruka wasn't sure if she felt 
bad about what she'd said to Takeo or if she felt bad about being 
caught. 


“| was just messing with him,” she said. “He started it.” 


“Did he?” Snail asked. “Or did you when you took him to your 
sensei?” 


This time, neither Iruka nor Mizuki spoke up in Anko’s defence, 
though she looked to them both as if she expected them to. Or 
hoped they would. 


“What was | supposed to do?” she asked. “Just stand there and take 
it?” 


“You could have done literally anything else and it would have been 
better.” 


Anko frowned. “No,” she said thoughtfully. “Il could have hurt him. 
That would have been much worse.” 


There was a silence as she and Snail watched each other. It wasn’t 
quite confrontational, but there was an edge to it that made lIruka 
jittery. 


“You should go home,” Snail said evenly. “I'll be sure to keep a look 
out in case those kids come back.” 


“They won't,” Anko said flatly. “I don’t need your help. Though it 
would have been useful a year ago — thanks for that.” 


She turned and walked away. Iruka was still glued to the spot, 
unsure if he should follow. He looked to Mizuki, only to see Mizuki 
similarly waiting to see what he would do. 


“You don’t have to go with her if you don’t want to,” Snail said softly. 


That seemed to decide things for Mizuki. He fixed a determined look 
on his face and started after Anko. 


“We don't need your advice,” he shot back over his shoulder. “Come 
on, lruka.” 


lruka peeled one foot off the street and took a step. He turned back 
to Snail, a question poised on his lips. 


“lll be right outside,” Snail said, and lruka felt ashamed that he was 
comforted by that. He nodded, turned, and then jogged to catch up 
with Mizuki and Anko, heart still beating hard. 


As dusk fell, the village lit up with the soft glow of candle flame. 
Paper lanterns hung from the eaves and framed windowsills and 
doorsteps; rows of coloured lanterns hung on washing lines strewn 
across yards, the light taking on the hues of the paper: red, green, 
pink and gold. The breeze was still little more than the faintest 
caress, but some of the heat had slipped away when the sun had 
sunk below the tops of the mountains an hour ago. 


By contrast, the Hatake compound was woefully unadorned. The 
lights from the street didn’t reach the grounds, which were 
illuminated only by the last memories of daylight and the rising globe 
of the moon. Iruka sat on the veranda, his legs swinging over the 
side, and watched the reflection of the stars in the pond halfway 
down the lawn, and the black scarecrow figures of the trees. 


A light switched on in the house behind him, and he half-turned as 
the back door slid open and Kakashi emerged. When he'd first come 
to the gate, he’d been wearing his ANBU uniform, fresh off a shift, 
but now his hair was damp from the shower and there was nothing 
covering his sharingan eye, although it was closed. He was wearing 
hakama trousers over a short-sleeved kimono, both made from dark 
silk that sat stark against Kakashi’s pale skin like ink on snow. 


“Found them,” Kakashi said. “Sorry, | should have done this earlier 
but I’ve been working so much recently | didn’t have time.” 


He was carrying a box, which he laid on the veranda next to Iruka, 
opening it to reveal a pile of red paper lanterns inside, each folded 
neatly flat, and a pack of tealight candles. 


“I’ve never seen you dress formal before,” Iruka said as he scooped 
up the lanterns and laid them out next to him. 


Kakashi tipped the candles onto the veranda and then pushed the 
box out of the way so he could sit beside Iruka, the lanterns between 
them. 


“Don’t call me out on being overdressed,” Kakashi said. “I don’t know 
what I’ve done with my yukata. | couldn't find it and | didn’t want to 
keep you waiting so | figured this was better than nothing.” 


“ld have been shocked if you came out wearing nothing,” Iruka said 
automatically, and then fumbled the lantern he was unfolding as his 
mind attempted to pin a mental image to the joke. 


Kakashi snorted. “I’m sure my ancestors would have been shocked 
too.” 


lruka handed him the first lantern and Kakashi lit a candle with a tiny 
fire jutsu, a perfect display of chakra control. 


“Do you believe they really come back to visit?” Iruka asked. “The 
dead, | mean.” 


“Yes,” Kakashi said simply. “Don’t you?” 


lruka watched the flame as Kakashi carefully fixed the candle into 
the lantern. It cast a warm red glow over his hands. 


“| don’t know,” he said. “I believed in a lot of things last year that 
turned out not to be true.” 


“And you believed in a lot of things that were true,” Kakashi 
countered. “You believed that there were children in danger and that 
you could save them. And you did.” 


“Yeah but | was totally wrong about the why and the how and 
basically everything else.” 


“Does it matter? You were right about the most important thing.” 
Kakashi lit another candle, the wax shining in the centre as it started 


to melt. “We could be wrong about the whys and hows of Obon too. 
Maybe it isn’t the lanterns that light their way, maybe they’d find us 
regardless. The end result is the same either way.” 


He reached for the next lantern and Iruka handed it over slowly as 
he thought. 


“Do you think my parents will find me?” he blurted out. “I mean, our 
house got sold after they died, and last year | didn’t even — | mean, | 
was too...” 


“Too sad to take part in the festival?” Kakashi asked softly. “Yeah. | 
get that. Do you want to light two of the candles just to make sure?” 


“Do you think that'll be enough?” 
“It'll have to be.” 


It wasn’t quite the reassurance Iruka had been hoping for, but then 
why had he expected Kakashi to know about the travels of the dead? 
Perhaps because of a story he had once heard about Kakashi’s 
father and his bargain with Death. He had never asked Kakashi 
whether there was truth in it. 


First he concentrated on lighting the candles Kakashi had placed 
down before him. Fire jutsus were not Iruka’s speciality. Ninjutsu in 
general wasn’t his strong point; he wasn’t bad but he was firmly 
middle of the road. His chakra control was pretty good though, so 
maybe if he was careful... 


To his embarrassment, the flame he conjured at the end of his finger 
was weak and sputtering. He’d been too wary, although better that 
than careless. If he’d burnt Kakashi’s house to the ground he’d have 
had to run off and become a missing nin to avoid having to look 
Kakashi in the eye ever again. Quickly, cupping the tiny flame with 
his other hand, he lowered it to the candle wick and, to his relief, 
managed to light first one and then the other. If his parents really 
were watching, they wouldn't be impressed. 


“Can we hang them up?” he asked, to cover his mortification. At 
least if he was blushing he could blame it on the red light from the 
lanterns. Maybe Kakashi hadn't even noticed. 


“| don’t have anything to hang them on,” Kakashi said apologetically. 
“| thought we could just sit them along the veranda.” 


“They'd look better hanging,” Iruka said. This was his chance to 
redeem himself. He flipped up the hem of his yukata and found the 
handful of seals he’d sewn into the lining. “I’ve got an idea.” 


Kakashi watched in curious bemusement as Iruka also pulled a 
fountain pen out from his yukata and uncapped it with a click. 


“You’re always prepared, huh?” 


“Obviously.” 


lruka already had a handful of barrier seals, and he modified them 
now with a few strokes to fit the purpose he had in mind. Then he 
gestured for Kakashi to hold up one of the lanterns. Iruka flicked the 
seal towards it and a spherical barrier materialised around the 
lantern, the chakra paper stuck to the outside. 


“How is this going to help?” Kakashi asked, examining the glowing 
orb he was now holding. 


lruka grinned. “Give it here and I'll show you.” 


Kakashi passed the barrier across, careful not to jostle the lantern 
sitting neatly on the bottom. 


“| hope these are fire-proof.” 


“You think I’m crappy enough to make barriers that burn?” Iruka 
scoffed. “Please.” He held the barrier up over his own head and then 
— let go. 


Kakashi flinched towards him before his body caught up with his 
brain. The barrier stayed exactly where Iruka had placed it, floating 
in the still air. 


“Ta da,” lruka said, taking a bow. “Now we can put them anywhere 
we want, and as long as there isn’t a breeze they'll stay put.” 


Kakashi stepped around the other lanterns and reached up to prod 
the floating barrier. It moved a couple of inches under his touch. 


“How on earth did you come up with that?” he asked. 


“| don’t remember,” Iruka said. “I’ve been using this one for years. It’s 
great if you fill it with water or paint and then leave it just above a 
doorway, and if you can rig up the release to a trip wire or a...” He 
cut himself off, aware that Kakashi was staring at him. “I mean. Not 
that | do that kind of thing anymore.” 


“Sure you don’t,” Kakashi said, but he sounded amused rather than 
judgemental. “They still tell stories about you in ANBU, you know.” 


“Oh my God, still?” Iruka muttered, embarrassed all over again. 


“Of course,” Kakashi said, oblivious to the suffering he was causing. 
“You're a legend, Iruka. You trapped an ANBU and a sannin in the 
same night. No one’s ever going to forget your name.” 


That brought Iruka up short. After he’d trapped Orochimaru and 
escaped back to the village, everything had slipped out of his control. 
He’d expected some kind of recognition, maybe even a reward, 
especially when he and Mizuki had been summoned to give a 
mission briefing to the hokage himself, but it became clear very 
quickly that the adults of Konoha had their own stories they liked to 
tell. Only the children painted Iruka as the hero; the adults 
considered him a victim who Kakashi had saved. Iruka would never 
know exactly how Kakashi had framed the events of that night in his 
own briefing, although Kakashi had claimed he’d told only the truth. 


The truth, lruka had learnt, was a slippery, mythical thing. He 
doubted Kakashi’s truth was the same as his. Maybe Kakashi truly 
considered himself the hero of the tale. Everyone else did, and Iruka 
couldn’t blame them. After all, Sharingan Kakashi was a legend in 
the making, and Iruka was merely a boy who built traps. There was 
nothing to compare. 


But his traps had saved Anko’s life and snared Kakashi’s friendship, 
and that was reward enough. 


“Let's put the lanterns up,” he muttered, ducking around Kakashi to 
grab the next one. 


They floated a row of lanterns along the back of Kakashi’s house, 
facing out over the lawn. Iruka had to cheat and cling to the wall with 
chakra to nudge his high enough to be on level with Kakashi’s, but in 
the end they managed a neat enough line of lanterns suspended 
below the eaves, flickering quietly as beacons to the dead. 


Between them, they built a little makeshift shrine on the veranda 
beneath the soft red light. lruka had brought a photograph of his 
parents, and Kakashi brought out an assortment of items in memory 
of the dead. There were a lot more than Iruka had expected. 


He restrained himself from asking questions as Kakashi lit the 
incense and put down a small bowl of rice as an offering, and only 
spoke once Kakashi had prayed, which he did with full seriousness, 
head bowed and hands clasped together. A pale haze of jasmine- 
scented smoke hung over the shrine like a perfumed shroud. 


“Who are they for?” Iruka asked, gesturing to the mementos. 


Kakashi was still kneeling before the shrine in perfect seiza. He 
hesitated before replying, and Iruka was about to take the question 
back and accept it as none of his business when Kakashi gestured 
to a white obi, folded neatly at the front of the shrine. 


iy ” 


“This was my mother’s,” he said. “It’s from the kimono she wore to 
her wedding. My father kept all her things after she died, and they’re 
still shut away in one of the bedrooms.” 


“What was she like?” 


“| don’t know. She died when | was still very young. Illness.” He 
frowned, stroked his finger very lightly over the obi. “I don’t even 
know what made her sick. If my father told me then | was too young 
to understand, and | haven't asked anyone since.” 


His fingers moved to a greetings card lying flat beside the incense 
burner. It was blue and said Congratulations in white swooping 
letters. Kakashi picked it up and opened it, and Iruka glimpsed a 
handwritten message inside, scrawled in black ink. 


“My sensei gave me this when | became a jounin,” Kakashi said. He 

traced a thumb over the signature and then closed it and laid it back 

down. “He was a good man. He was always proud of me, even when 
he shouldn't have been.” 


There was a framed photograph of Kakashi’s genin team on the 
shrine as well. lruka stared at the smiling face of the fourth hokage. 
He’d seen Minato in person on a handful of occasions, but always 
from a distance. Yet he had still felt like a large figure in Iruka’s life, 
his name mentioned constantly and his face staring down at the 
village from its place on the Hokage Mountain. It should have been a 
shock when Iruka had first heard of his death, but by the time the 
news had reached him, he had already been too numb to care. 


“Who were your teammates?” Iruka asked, shifting his gaze to the 
boy and girl in the picture. 


Kakashi closed his eye briefly, a furrow between his brows. Then he 
gestured to a wooden box on the shrine. It was small, about the size 
of a jewellery box, and carved with intricate seals. When Iruka 

concentrated, he could feel the chakra powering them, but although 


he squinted at the markings, between the dim light and the dark 
wood, he couldn't read them. 


“That's for Rin,” Kakashi said. 

lruka waited a beat, but Kakashi didn’t expand. 
“What's inside?” he asked. 

Kakashi was silent for a long moment. 
“Something important,” he said. 


lruka was still staring at the seals, searching for meaning in those 
carved symbols, each dark with shadow. There was no lock on the 
box but he thought he could make out some powerful warding 
symbols around the crease where the lid met the sides. His fingers 
twitched but he didn’t dare try and touch. 


“My other teammate died too,” Kakashi said. “Obito. | don’t have 
anything of his to put on the shrine but there’s always a part of him 
with me wherever | go.” Iruka thought he was speaking 
metaphorically until he pointed to his closed sharingan eye. “He 
doesn't need lanterns or sacred objects to guide him to me. | could 
be lost in the wildest forest or buried in the deepest cave and he 
would still find his way to my side. He haunts every footprint | leave 
behind me.” 


A puff of warm air breathed over them from the darkness of the 
grounds, curling the incense smoke up towards the walls of the 
house like a questing creature seeking a chink it might squirm 
through. From above came a quiet knock as one of the barriers 
bumped gently against the wooden beams of the eaves. There was 
a subtle change in the nature of the darkness, as the air in a room 
changes when a person enters, and Iruka was certain suddenly that 
they were no longer alone. 


He pointed to the last object on the shrine, a short tanto sword, its 
blade unsheathed and glittering red under the candle flame. 


“Was that your dad’s?” 


Kakashi was still sitting in seiza, face so smooth it could have been 
carved from stone. Perhaps there was some expression beneath the 
mask, but if so then it didn’t reach his eyes, or perhaps in the dim 
light lruka missed whatever might have been revealed through that 
dark gaze in daylight. 


“Yes,” Kakashi said. “It was my father’s sword. The same one he 
stuck through his stomach.” 


lruka’s breath caught. The incense kept trailing languid plumes of 
smoke through the air, and the shadows kept flickering in the light of 
the lanterns, but nothing else moved. Not Kakashi, not him, not the 
silent dead who watched them from just out of sight. 


Then Kakashi turned to him, flexing his feet, which must be full of 
pins and needles after all that kneeling. 


“I’m sorry, that was morbid,” he said. “I shouldn't be telling you this.” 


“It's OK,” lruka said. It was all he could think to say. There was 
probably something else he should offer — an apology, a 
reassurance — but the right words were out of reach. He ought to 
know what people needed to hear when everyone they cared for was 
dead, but he didn't. As far as he could remember, no one had ever 
said anything that had made him miss his parents any less. 


So instead he said something else. It was the truest thing he knew in 
that moment, and if he couldn’t give comfort then perhaps the truth 
was the second best thing. 


“They’re here,” he whispered. “I can feel them watching.” 


Kakashi didn’t turn to stare into the darkness. He kept it at his back, 
kept his gaze on the objects that had outlived their owners. 


“| feel them too,” he said. 
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lruka hadn't been back to the cave in the woods since the night Anko 
had lured him there. He had sometimes felt the urge to retrace his 
steps and find the cliff face again, although he’d never been quite 
sure what he hoped to find. Closure, perhaps, although he knew he’d 
never find it while Orochimaru still lived; or maybe answers, but only 
two people in the world knew why this had happened and one of 
them he hoped to never see again. 


The other was currently leading him once again into the woods. 


From the tension in Mizuki's shoulders, the thought had occurred to 
him too that following Anko up towards the cave was an echo of the 
mistake they’d made once before. The unease had really settled in 
once they’d left the sounds of the festival behind them, the music 
overtaken by the screams of cicadas and the scents of fried foods 
smothered by the freshness of the forest air. The village walls were 
long out of sight, and this time no one was following them to try and 
bring them home. 


At least, Iruka hoped they were the only three people on the 
mountain. The high afternoon sun cast shadows as well as light, and 
every patch of darkness glimpsed in the corner of Iruka’s eye 
seemed a tall man with a sharp smile, here to keep a year-old 
promise. 


| will catch you, Orochimaru had said, and Iruka had been chased by 
those words ever since. 


They hadn't worn their festival yukatas for the climb, which was just 
as well because once they left the path it would have been hard 
going with their legs restricted. It was cooler under the trees than it 
had been in Konoha but Iruka was still sweating through his t-shirt as 
they trudged relentlessly uphill. He was grateful for the exertion, 
though, because it meant they could all pretend the silence was due 
to their lack of breath and not their lack of trust. 


It was Mizuki, naturally, who broke first and piped up. 


“Are you sure this is the right way? | swear it wasn’t this far the last 
time | came up here.” 


“The last time you had a knife to your throat,” Anko said. “It probably 
makes the journey feel quicker when you think you'll die at the end.” 


Mizuki's eyebrows shot up. “Well excuse me for agreeing to walk you 
up to the creepy death lab, which, by the way, is not a good look for 
any of us. If anyone saw us leave, they'll Know damn well where 
we're going, and the next thing you know there'll be a dozen rumours 
about why you returned to the scene of the crime and why we went 
with you.” 


“If anyone gives you shit then just tell them | made you do it,” Anko 
snapped. “I’m a monster, remember?” 


“Anko,” lruka said before Mizuki could argue back, “why are you mad 
at us?” 


“l’m not,” Anko said. She still sounded mad, and she hadn't turned 
back to look at him. 


“Could have fooled me,” Mizuki said, wiping beads of sweat off his 
top lip and glaring at the back of Anko’s head. Her hair was still loose 
despite the heat and just looking at it made Iruka’s neck feel sticky. 


Anko took a deep breath and slowed her pace a little. 


“I’m scared, OK?” she said. “And | hate it. | hate that | have to come 
back here, and | hate that I’m dragging you with me, but | was too 
scared to come alone.” 


lruka had never before heard Anko admit she was scared of 
anything. 


“But you don’t have to come back here,” he said. 


“Yes | do,” Anko said fiercely. “And it has to be today because they'll 
be gone by tomorrow.” 


Mizuki tensed. “Who'll be gone?” 
“It's Obon — who do you think?” 


Five children had died at Orochimaru’s hands. Iruka had known all of 
them to some degree. He wondered how close they'd come to the 
hidden graves, assuming Orochimaru hadn't destroyed every last 
trace of them. Perhaps their bones lay only feet from them now, 
tangled in the roots of a tree and waiting to be found. 


“You think their spirits will come back to the place where they died?” 
lruka asked quietly. 


“Maybe they never left,” Anko said. “But tonight we'll be floating the 
lanterns to guide them home. Today is my last chance to talk to 
them.” 


lruka didn’t ask what she wanted to say. He had a pretty good idea, 
and he felt sorry now that he’d doubted her. 


“There!” Mizuki said suddenly, pointing through the trees. “Isn't that 
the cliff?” 


It was. A great wall of rock, almost vertical, the trees growing so 
close that their branches brushed its craggy face. This was the first 
time Iruka had seen it in daylight, and he felt a sharp shock of 
adrenaline, which he saw mirrored on Anko’s face. Her steps 


faltered, and then her expression changed from apprehension to a 
terror that made the sweat cool on Iruka’s skin. 


“Why is the door open?” she whispered. 


In the shade of the trees, Iruka hadn't noticed at first, but now he 
looked again he saw what Anko had seen. There was a darkness 
much deeper than the shadows, a large round shape in the wall of 
the cliff, so black it looked solid. It was the open mouth to the cave 
that Iruka had once taken for the entrance to the Land of the Dead. 


He hadn't been far wrong. 


“Did ANBU leave it open?” Mizuki asked. He’d drawn nearer to Anko, 
gaze trained on the same spot. 


“Maybe they couldn't close it,” Iruka said. “If they took down the 
wards then the door wouldn't work anymore.” 


“So they just /eft it like that?” 


“They must have done.” He swallowed and then addressed the fear 
they were all thinking. “He wouldn’t come back. He’s the most 
wanted man in the Land of Fire, they'd have caught him before he 
got close.” 


Still, none of them moved. 
“Do you want to go back?” Mizuki asked. 


Anko’s breaths were coming short and fast. She raised a trembling 
hand to touch her neck, at the spot just above her collarbone where 
Orochimaru had left his mark. Her loose hair hid it, and Iruka couldn't 
remember exactly what it looked like, but he knew it was still there. 
His seals tutor had been recruited to try and remove it, but even her 
talents had failed to do more than soften the curse. 


“He isn't here,” Anko whispered, and Iruka thought she was talking to 
herself more than them. “He isn’t here, and | have to do this. | have 


” 


to. 


She started walking again, slow but steady, and Iruka and Mizuki fell 
into step beside her as well as they could while skirting the 
undergrowth. In the trees around them, the birds sang their approach 
and the cicadas screamed and screamed. 


When they reached the gaping mouth of the cave, they faced it head 
on but stayed beyond the reach of anything lurking beyond the 
border of daylight, be that monster or man, memories or ghosts. 


“We're not going inside, right?” Mizuki asked, keeping his voice low. 
“| mean, that would be really stupid. Right?” 


“| don’t want to go inside,” Anko said. Her voice was taut. “I can say 
what | need to right here.” 


lruka was trying not to stare into the cave. He watched Anko instead, 
who was so fixated on the dark space before them that she didn’t 
seem to notice him staring. 


“Don't you need to light a fire?” he asked. “To attract the spirits?” 


“| don't need to,” Anko said. “They’re already here. Don’t you feel 
them?” 


lruka did feel them, just as he’d felt the gaze of the dead the night 
before in Kakashi’s garden. The cave was full of them. Their 
presence seemed to take up more space than five dead children had 
any right to fill; in life they had been so small that the village had 
crushed them under its boots and not even heard the crunch of their 
bones. In death, they were giants. 


“| wanted to say something,” Anko said. She wasn’t speaking to 
lruka or Mizuki. She was watching the darkness, and the darkness 
watched her. “Il know you hate me, and you have every right to. | 
wanted to tell you I’m sorry, but | don’t think I’m sorry enough. If | 
hadn't helped sensei, he’d have killed me and then he'd have killed 


all of you anyway. If | went back and had to do it all again, | would 
still lead you to your deaths. I’m not sorry | lived.” 


Mizuki shifted uneasily on Anko’s other side, and Iruka wished he 
could take his eyes off her because this felt like a private confession. 
But he was too afraid to turn his back on the dead children and too 
afraid to meet their invisible eyes. He imagined those eyes were as 
large as his face, unblinking and pitiless. 


Anko cleared her throat and moistened her lips with her tongue. Her 
head was tilted back, as though she too imagined the dead as taller 
than the living. 


“| came here to make you a promise,” she said. “When sensei first 
brought me to his workshop and asked me to help him, he put a part 
of himself inside me. He infected me with whatever it was that made 
him a monster, and it made me monstrous too. This past year, 
everyone's been trying to bleed him out of me — from my mind, from 
my body — but they can’t. He’s in too deep. I'll probably never be free 
of him. And at first | thought that was a terrible thing — | didn’t want to 
be a monster.” 


She looked down at her hands, as though she could see his chakra 
pulsing through her system; his very blood in her veins. 


“But monsters don't have to be scared,” she said. “They might be 
hated but they’re strong. And the only thing that can kill a monster is 
another monster.” 


“Or a hero,” Iruka spoke up. 
Anko glanced at him as if surprised he was still there by her side. 


“You’re a hero,” she said, “and Kakashi is a hero, and neither of you 
could kill him. Heroes die, lruka. They die all the time. Your parents, 
mine, the Yondaime, the White Fang — but the nine tailed fox is still 
alive. Orochimaru-sensei is still alive. Heroes win in stories but in the 
real world, monsters win.” 


“So what are you saying?” Mizuki asked. “You want to be a 
monster?” 


Anko brushed her hair back to reveal the mark on her neck. This was 
the first time Iruka had got a clear look at it: three perfect circles 
formed a triangle low on her neck, each with a tail as though they 
trailed darkness in their wake. 


“| don’t have a choice,” Anko said. “It’s what he made me and | can’t 
change it.” She turned back to the cave and set her chin defiantly. “If 
| can’t get better then I'll get worse. I'll use the powers sensei gave 
me to become stronger than him. And one day, when he comes back 
for me, I'll kill him. That’s what | came to promise you. | can’t give 
you peace and | can’t even give you a proper apology — but | can 
give you vengeance. Not today, and not tomorrow, but he will come 
back, even if it’s years from now. And when he does, I'll send his 
soul to you.” 


lruka’s stomach twisted at the thought of Orochimaru returning. He 
couldn't help but glance out through the trees, searching the 
shadows for a knife and a smile. 


“How do you know he'll come back?” he asked. 


“Because he promised he would,” Anko said. “And the devil always 
keeps his promises.” 


Snail and Kakashi were waiting for them at the village gates. Or, 
more accurately, Snail and Hound. They stood watching as the three 
of them made their way down the dusty road, and although Iruka 
couldn't see their expressions they still put him in mind of every adult 
who'd ever been about to scold him. Coming from a couple of 


teenagers — even teenagers in armour — it didn't have quite the same 
effect. 


“What?” Anko demanded once they were close enough to speak. 


“If you don’t know ‘what’ then you're not as smart as | thought you 
were,” Snail said dryly. “Where have you been?” 


“None of your business,” Mizuki said. “There’s no rule against us 
leaving the village. We can go wherever we like.” 


Snail was still looking at Anko, who, to Iruka’s surprise, broke first 
and stared hard at the ground. 


“Actually,” Kakashi said, “she isn’t allowed to leave the village. At 
least not for the time being.” 


“What?” Iruka stared at her, but Anko wouldn't meet his eye. “You 
didn’t tell us that!” 


“You wouldn't have come with me,” Anko muttered. 

“Yes we would!” 

“Maybe don’t admit that in front of us,” Snail said. Iruka ignored him. 
They’d sneaked out of the village, true, but Anko had said she 
wanted to avoid Takeo and his gang, and Iruka had believed her. 
That probably hadn't been a lie, it just hadn’t been the whole truth. 
Mizuki overcame this bombshell first. 

“Well, no one ever told us that,” he said. “And it’s not our fault that 
you're so shit at your job that you can’t keep track of a fourteen-year- 
old girl.” 

Neither ANBU visibly reacted to that but Iruka was fairly sure they 


wouldn't have both been here waiting if it hadn’t been a blow to their 
pride. Speaking of which, why were they both on Anko duty anyway? 


“Are you meant to be spying on Anko too?” he asked Kakashi. 


“Surveillance isn’t a one-man job,” Kakashi said, a hint of impatience 
in his tone that made Iruka bristle. 


“You could have told me.” 
“You know now, don’t you?” 


lruka stared at him. “What crawled up your ass and died? You can't 
be that mad at us. We only went up the mountain, and we weren't 
gone for long.” 


“Up the mountain, huh?” Snail asked. He hadn't taken his gaze off 
Anko once. “What for?” 


“An afternoon walk,” Anko snapped. “I didn’t kill any kids if that’s 
what you're worried about.” 


“Good to know.” 

Before he could ask anything else, Mizuki interjected. 

“We went for a hike,” he said, staring down Snail as though daring 
him to call him a liar. “I don’t see what the big deal is. Anko would be 
leaving the village tonight anyway to go down to the river. Or did you 
expect us to float our lanterns in the gutter?” 

Snail and Kakashi exchanged a look. 


“What?” Mizuki asked sharply. 


“Anko isn’t going to the lantern-floating ceremony,” Snail said. “Like 
you said, it’s outside the village.” 


“But it isn’t far,” Iruka argued. “And everyone else is going. She’s 
already missed most of Obon, you can’t make her miss this too.” 


Snail sighed heavily. “I’ve told you the rules. I’ve told you I’m going to 
enforce the rules. Orders are orders — you know that. It doesn’t 
matter if you like them or not, | still have to carry them out.” 


That was when Anko made a break for it. She turned and bolted 
back the way they’d come, so suddenly that Iruka felt a pulse of 
adrenaline as he whirled around to watch her go. Beside him, Mizuki 
spluttered, making an aborted sound as though he’d wanted to call 
after her but had opened his mouth before he’d found the words. 


She didn’t get far. Kakashi appeared in front of her, and as she tried 
to veer around him, he grabbed her waist and hauled her up over his 
shoulder. He was tall, but nowhere near enough to make the 
manoeuvre look effortless. As he carried her back towards the gate, 
Anko squirmed in his grip, kicking hard at his breastplate until 
Kakashi clamped an arm around her legs, and even then he couldn't 
stop her from pounding her fists against his back. 


“Let go of me!” she screamed. “I have to do this! You don't 
understand.” 


“Stop acting like a child,” Kakashi snapped back. “The more you act 
up, the longer you'll be punished for. Do | really have to spell that out 
for you?” 


Mizuki was looking away, embarrassed, but Iruka couldn't take his 
eyes off them. It was a minor miracle that Kakashi managed to carry 
Anko back to the gate, wobbling once or twice but strong enough 
that she couldn’t knock him off balance. The chuunin guards on gate 
duty had both come over to watch but neither of them interfered. 
There weren't many other people around, which was just as well, 
because when Kakashi dumped Anko back onto the ground, he 
immediately had to grab her arms to stop her from pelting out of the 
gate again. Even with only two witnesses, if they recognised Anko 
then this was going to be gossip within the hour. 


“| have to help them leave,” Anko panted, straining against Kakashi, 
who twisted her arms up behind her back. She yelped and squirmed, 


which Iruka knew from experience must have hurt like a bitch. It 
didn't stop her though. 


“Help who leave?” Snail asked. 


“The ghosts,” Anko said, and then drew in a sharp gasp of pain. “Ow, 
that hurts.” 


Kakashi’s fists had clenched around her wrists so violently that his 
whole arm had tensed. Now he slackened his grip, but his biceps 
didn't relax. 


“What ghosts?” he asked roughly, and there was something in his 
voice that made Iruka frown. 


“Who do you think?” Anko asked, incredulous. “Who do you fucking 
think, Kaka-” Snail was suddenly by her side, clamping a hand over 
her mouth. 


“You know better than that,” he said, and beneath the light tone was 
a note of real warning. 


Anko must have heard it too because instead of biting his hand she 
just glared at him until he let her go. 


“Put her down,” Snail said. “If she runs again, I'll let the hokage know 
that she isn’t ready to be let out of house arrest.” 


Kakashi hesitated but then uncurled his fingers from Anko’s wrists. 
She yanked them free before he’d fully let go, then took a pointed 
step away from him. 


“What do you mean, ghosts?” Kakashi asked again. 


“She thinks the dead kids are haunting the lab,” Mizuki said. “That’s 
why we went up into the mountain, so she could talk to them. Can 
we go now?” 


“I’m not going home,” Anko said. She wasn’t yelling anymore but 
there was steel in her voice. “I need to float my lanterns down the 
river so | can show those kids the way to go.” 


“How do you know they’re still here?” Kakashi asked. 


There was still something off about his voice. Not just that, but a 
tension hummed in the air around him that Iruka had never felt back 
when he was the problem child Kakashi had to deal with. Back then, 
when Iruka had known him only by his code name, Hound had been 
impatient and snippy and thoroughly fed up but never on edge. 
Something was different now, and Iruka couldn’t figure out what it 
was. 


Snail was looking askance at Kakashi too. 


“Isn’t that the whole thing with Obon?” he said. “We bring the ghosts 
back, hang out with them for a couple of days and then send them 
home?” 


Kakashi hesitated. “Yeah, but...” He left the sentence hanging. Then 
he shook his head, a barely perceptible motion, and rolled his 
shoulder, stretching his arm up to crack the joint. “OK, look,” he said. 
“| don’t want to have to carry you all the way home, and | get that 
you have your ghosts to deal with, so how about this. | can’t let you 
go to the river but | can take you somewhere else inside the village 
walls to float your lanterns. How does that sound?” 


Anko had been gearing up for another argument, but that took some 
of the wind out of her sails. She frowned at him suspiciously. 


“Where?” 


“There’s a pond in my back yard. It’s pretty big, it should work. Right, 
lruka’?” 


“Uh, yeah,” Iruka said. “Yeah, it’s big enough to float a few lanterns 
down. You'll really let us do that?” 


“You take her, you take all three of us,” Mizuki butted in, though Iruka 
was fairly sure he just wanted to see inside the Hatake compound. 
lruka had never invited him along before; his friendship with Kakashi 
and his friendship with Mizuki didn’t overlap. 


“Fine,” Kakashi said. “Do we have a deal?” 
Anko considered this for a long moment. 


“Will it still work?” she asked. “Will the spirits still find their way 
home?” 


“Of course they will,” Kakashi said, though he didn’t sound sure. “It’s 
symbolic. The underworld isn't literally down the river.” 


Anko thought about this for a little longer, then nodded. 


“OK,” she said. “But if the dead can’t move on after this, it’s all your 
fault. They’ll be your problem.” 


Kakashi sighed, a soft sound trapped by his mask. 


“You can’t pass on the burden of your dead,” he said. “You'll always 
have yours. I'll always have mine.” 


The sun had vanished below the horizon by the time they entered 
the Hatake compound. It wouldn't be long before people started 
making their way to the river for the lantern floating ceremony, which 
would begin shortly. As a child, it had always been Iruka’s favourite 
part of Obon. He liked being part of the crowd, running ahead with 
his friends towards the riverbank a short walk out of town, and then 
the sight of the orange lanterns glowing softly as they drifted away, 
caught in the gentle current. 


The pond in the Hatake grounds was nowhere near as striking, but it 
stretched along the length of the lawn, almost cutting one half off 
from the other. Kakashi had jokingly called it his moat, although it 
was only a few feet wide and at its deepest point it swelled over 
lruka’s hips. It was fringed with rocks, and water lilies bloomed in 
sunset colours: pink and golden. 


Snail had come with them. He’d hesitated at the compound gate but 
Kakashi had waved him inside, despite Anko’s pursed lips. Then 
Kakashi had disappeared into the house and left Iruka to show the 
others to the grounds at the back. As they'd passed the house, he’d 
noticed that the shrine he and Kakashi had built together was still on 
the veranda, but most of the items had been removed. A fresh stick 
of incense lay in the burner, and two candles sat on either side of a 
new bowl of rice, but all the mementoes to Kakashi’s dead were 
gone. lruka felt a little flicker in his stomach that he’d been allowed to 
see those, and he paused to light the candles as the other three 
carried on down to the pond. 


As Iruka was deciding whether or not to light the incense, one of the 
sliding doors opened and Kakashi stepped out with his arms full of 
lanterns. Iruka scrambled up and took two off the pile to lighten his 
load. 


“Thanks,” Kakashi said. He’d taken off his ANBU mask, and even in 
the fading light Iruka could tell how tired he was. 


“Are you OK?” he blurted out. “I mean, you look kind of...pale.” 

“lll be fine,” Kakashi said, though he didn’t meet Iruka’s gaze. 
Instead he glanced down at the shrine, and a new wrinkle appeared 
between his eyebrows. He looked uneasy. “Did you light those?” 


“Yeah.” Iruka looked between the candles and Kakashi. “I’m sorry, 
did you want to do it? | can blow them out.” 


But Kakashi’s face had already smoothed over. “No, it’s fine. | was 
just checking. Come on.” 


Checking what, Iruka wondered. But he didn’t ask. Instead he 
watched Kakashi’s back as he followed him across the lawn. The 
line of his shoulders was taut and he held his head stiffly as though 
he had a crick in his neck. What had happened in the twenty-four 
hours since Iruka had last seen him to change his mood so 
drastically? 


Anko and Mizuki had gravitated to one of the narrow ends of the 
pond, the symbolic mouth of the river. Snail was nearby, perched on 
one of the larger rocks at the pond’s edge and watching the last of 
the light fade behind the trees. Sunset had come and gone, and 
lruka spied a few bobbing lights of the night’s first fireflies among the 
gloom. 


lruka handed his lanterns to Anko and Mizuki. Each paper lantern 
was mounted on a wooden float, small enough that they could fit all 
five lanterns in a row across the pond, although they would be too 
close together for comfort. Iruka didn’t know what happened to the 
spirits if a lantern capsized or caught on fire but it couldn’t be 
anything good. 


To his surprise, Kakashi handed one of the lanterns to Snail before 
setting the last two down on the grass. He brought his hands 
together, but then paused and turned to Snail. Something passed 
silently between them, and then Snail glanced carefully at each of 
the lanterns and performed a jutsu. 


All five candles sparked gently, the flames catching simultaneously. 
lruka caught his breath. That was a level of chakra control he didn't 
think he would ever achieve; a level that even Kakashi hadn't dared 
try. For all that he saw ANBU around the village every day, he didn't 
often see them showing off their skills. It was easy to forget that they 
weren't simply ‘the best’ of the shinobi — that implied that someone 
like Iruka could fit into the same category as an ANBU. No, the ‘best 
of the normal shinobi were those who made jounin. ANBU were 
something else entirely. 
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Anko and Mizuki were both doing their best to look unimpressed but 
lruka could tell they were both having similar thoughts. 


“How come you have five lanterns sitting in your house anyway?” 
Mizuki asked, shooting Kakashi a suspicious glance. “Did you two 
plan this or something?” 


“Hardly,” Kakashi said. He glanced up at the sky. “Is there a certain 
time we’re meant to do this?” 


“It’s just after sunset, isn’t it?” Snail said. “We should get it over with 
so the kids don’t miss bedtime.” 


“You're not even that much older than us,” Mizuki snapped. “You 
think | can’t tell just because you’re wearing a mask?” 


“Wait, how old are you anyway? Aren't you like twelve?” 
“’m fourteen, asshole.” 


Unlike Mizuki, Iruka recognised a distraction when he heard one. 
And unlike Mizuki, he could guess why Kakashi had five lanterns. 
After all, Kakashi had introduced Iruka to all of his dead. He’d meant 
to send out a lantern for each of them, and yet now he was handing 
those precious beacons out to the four of them instead. It was the 
kindest thing anyone had done for Iruka — and certainly for Mizuki 
and Anko, who Kakashi barely knew — in a long, long time. 


Kakashi had rounded the end of the pond and walked a little way 
along the opposite side. Iruka followed him, and although Kakashi 
must have sensed him, he didn't look up, instead crouching to place 
his lantern carefully into the water. 


“Here.” Iruka held out his own lantern. “You can have it back if you 
need it. | can always go to the river later — no one said | couldn't 
leave the village.” 


Across the pond, Snail was still baiting Mizuki, and Anko was 
watching them. They weren't far away, yet lruka felt like he and 
Kakashi had crossed some unseen barrier away from the group and 
into a space all their own. 


“’'d rather you didn’t wander around in the dark by yourself,” Kakashi 
said, gaze still fixed on his lantern. “It’s fine, lruka. Really.” 


lruka knelt down beside him. “Is that why you're upset? Because we 
ruined your plans?” 


Kakashi looked up at that. “Upset?” 


lruka hesitated, not sure if he’d read Kakashi’s mood wrong. But no, 
there was definitely something. 


“Maybe not upset, but you’re acting weird. Are you OK?” 


There was a barely discernible movement beneath Kakashi’s mask, 
and lruka thought he might be trying to smile, but he couldn't be sure 
because it didn't reach his eyes. 


“| had a weird night last night,” he said. “It’s nothing you need to 
worry about.” 


lruka wanted to ask what a ‘weird night’ entailed, but he didn’t think 
Kakashi would tell him; at least not now with three other people 
present. He filed it away to come back to when they were alone. 


“Thanks,” he said instead. “And...sorry.” 
“Sorry for what?” 


lruka wasn’t sure how to filter his feelings into something he could 
say. He didn’t want to apologise for Anko’s tantrum or Mizuki's 
attitude — he didn’t think Kakashi deserved to be on the receiving 
end of their rage but someone did, and it didn’t feel right to apologise 
for the way they felt. Iruka knew all too well how the anger could eat 
away at you if you didn’t let it out. 


He didn’t know how to reconcile his guilt with his gratitude either. 
Taking the lantern felt like robbing a grave, but at the same time it 
was a gift that made his chest feel tight with the weight of the 
meaning behind it. He could honour his parents, and he could do it 
here, with the three most important people in his life, even if they 
didn't all get on. Kakashi hadn't just given him a lantern: he had 
given him a moment. A firefly-studded space where he could 
breathe. 


“Sorry for needing you so much,” he said, and knew instantly that 
he’d been too honest. If there’d been a way to swallow those words 
back out of the air, he would have done so. 


All evening, Kakashi’s gaze had been flighty, but now his single 
visible eye bored into Iruka like he’d been walking through a dream 
and had finally found the one real person beside him. Iruka’s face 
burned under the attention. 


“Don't be sorry,” Kakashi said, and then more softly, so that Iruka 
wasn't sure he’d heard correctly, “I know what it’s like to need 
someone.” 


The sky was truly dark now, the garden lit only by the lanterns and 
the fireflies. There was more Iruka wanted to say, so many feelings 
that had not yet crystallised into words, and there was more he 
wanted to ask, too — more he wanted to know about Kakashi. 


“Hey,” Mizuki called, and the moment was broken. “How are we 
meant to float these lanterns without a current?” 


Kakashi stood up and walked the few paces back to where the other 
three waited. 


“I'll show you,” he said. “Iruka, put your lantern in the water. Not too 
close to mine.” 


The other four lanterns were already sitting in the pond, unmoving in 
the still air. lruka nudged Kakashi’s so that it drifted into the middle of 


the pond, and then he placed his own beside it and a little behind. It 
didn’t feel right to put his own on level with Kakashi’s. If one of them 
was going to lead the procession, it ought to be his. 


Kakashi waved Anko out of the way and then stood at the end of the 
pond. He cast a jutsu, hands flashing too fast for Iruka to make out 
all the symbols. It was a wind jutsu, gentle enough to push the 
lanterns forwards, the paper acting as sails, but not strong enough to 
topple them into the water. 


lruka sat back on the bank and watched as his and Kakashi’s 
lanterns floated past. It was far from the splendour that the rest of 
Konoha would be witnessing outside the village walls. Right now, 
they would be watching the hundreds of lanterns making their stately 
way along the river like a flotilla of fairy ships, casting their glow into 
the darkness for miles before the candle flames finally went out. 


This small procession, however, was not without its own magic. The 
evening was silent except for the chirping of cicadas, but even that 
had become a background drone. Fireflies darted across the water 
and formed themselves into constellations on the lawn. One landed 
on Iruka’s knee, and he waved it back into the night air, watching it 
flutter over Anko’s lantern, land briefly on Snail’s, and then vanish 
among the earthly starlight of its friends. 


Anko stood beside Kakashi at the end of the pond, the ribbon of dark 
water flowing from their feet. Both of them watched the lanterns with 
an almost palpable intensity. Iruka could almost imagine that their 
will alone was what fanned the lanterns through the water; it seemed 
less that they were saying goodbye to the dead and more that they 
were casting them out. Yet that force was not disrespectful. The 
dead should not be allowed to linger in the land of the living. Once, 
lruka had thought it might not be so bad if the door between their 
worlds was propped open for anyone brave enough to sneak 
through. Now he knew better. 


Despite being furthest from the source of the breeze, Kakashi’s 
lantern had pulled ahead. It was already halfway down the length of 


the pond when it struck something in the water and faltered. Iruka 
jogged after it, and found it tangled amongst the lily pads. 


“I’ve got it,” he called. 


It was just far enough away that lIruka wasn't sure if he could reach 
it. He knelt down and stretched out as far as he could without 
toppling into the water, and his fingers almost brushed it. How 
infuriating. Just as well he wasn’t wearing his yukata; he plunged 
one arm into the water, splaying his palm on the sandy bottom to 
give him greater reach. The water lapped over his elbow, pleasantly 
cool. 


“Don't fall in,” Mizuki yelled as Iruka stretched out again. 
“You'd love it if | did,” Iruka called back, and Mizuki didn’t deny it. 


Now his weight was centred further out, Iruka could reach the extra 
couple of inches he needed. His own lantern floated past, clear of 
the lilies, as lruka poked gently at the wooden base of Kakashi’s, 
careful not to push it under the surface. The other three lanterns 
slowly passed by as Iruka teased Kakashi’s around a flower, towards 
the clear water further out into the pond. There was one moment 
right at the end where he almost lost his balance, and he had to 
jump his underwater hand forward, wincing at the pain in his wrist 
when too much weight came down on it. 


But the sudden movement created a small wave, which did the last 
of the work for him, and Kakashi’s lantern finally broke free. It 
bobbed around the water lilies, now in last place but at least it was 
going to make it. Iruka, still leaning out over the pond, turned to 
beam at Kakashi, who hadn’t moved from his spot at the end of the 
water so as not to disrupt his jutsu. It was full dark now, and Iruka 
had been so focused on the lantern that bright spots danced before 
his vision, further obscuring the four figures watching him. He 
couldn’t tell if Kakashi smiled back, or if he acknowledged Iruka at 
all. 


It was Anko who let out the sudden oh of dismay. Iruka squinted at 
the dark shapes, trying to decide which one was her, but then 
realised whatever she was looking at had to be further along the 
pond. He turned to gaze after the lanterns and saw immediately what 
had happened. 


Kakashi's lantern had gone out. 


“Shit!” Iruka slowly shifted his weight back onto his knees and sat up, 
pulling his arm out of the pond. At some point, the coolness of the 
water had become icy without him registering it, and his skin was 
rippled with goosebumps. He barely noticed. He was still staring at 
the dark lantern, appalled with himself for putting it out. 


The other four lanterns had reached the end of the pond and come 
to a gentle rest against the bank. Kakashi’s had floated after them a 
little way before drifting to a stop. The breeze was no longer blowing. 


It was Anko, not Kakashi, who appeared at Iruka’s side. 


“It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “It was nowhere near you when it 
went out.” 


lruka wasn’t comforted. “I must have splashed it or something. Shit.” 
He glanced around for Kakashi and saw Mizuki approaching them 
but Kakashi and Snail were still black shapes in the darkness at the 
end of the pond. 


“You guys are all taking this far too seriously,” Mizuki said as he 
reached them. “Iruka, you look like you just murdered someone and 
now you’re panicking about where to hide the body. It’s fine. It was 
just a dumb lantern.” 


“Is Kakashi mad at me?” Iruka asked. 


“How should | know? He didn’t say ‘fuck Iruka, | hate that guy’ if that 
puts your mind at ease.” 


“What did he say?” 
Mizuki shrugged. “Nothing. He didn’t say a word.” 


That didn’t make Iruka feel any better. He was dithering, not sure 
whether to go and apologise or wait for Kakashi to come to him, 
when one of the two figures peeled away and started down the bank 
towards them. For a heartbeat, Iruka was sure it was Kakashi, but 
then his eyes adjusted enough to make out the mask and his heart 
sank. 


“All right, we’ve given you guys what you wanted, now it’s time for 
you all to go home,” Snail said. 


lruka stood up, rubbing his wet arm on his t-shirt. “But Kakashi’s 
lantern didn't make it.” 


“That's not your problem,” Snail said, not unkindly. “But Kakashi and 
| need to get back to work, and I'd rather Anko was home before the 
crowds start pouring back into the village. We've spent enough time 
slacking off with you for one evening — don’t push your luck.” 


lruka wasn’t sure if that warning was aimed at him or Anko, but Anko 
didn’t seem to mind. She only nodded and gave Iruka a little push to 
get him walking. 


They skirted the end of the pond where the lanterns had finished 
their journey, and so didn’t pass Kakashi on the way back to the 
house. lruka glanced back and saw him where they'd been standing, 
kneeling down to douse the remaining lanterns and plunge even that 
small corner of the garden into darkness. Iruka couldn't stand the 
thought of leaving without saying goodbye, so he broke away from 
Anko and jogged back. No one called after him, though he thought 
he heard Snail sigh. 


Kakashi was fishing the lanterns out of the water, but he glanced up 
when Iruka got close. 


“You need to leave, Iruka.” His voice was clipped, and Iruka felt 
awful. Kakashi was mad at him. 


“I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to. | just wanted to help.” 


“What?” Kakashi dropped another lantern onto the grass and 
frowned at him. “What do you mean?” 


lruka was thrown. “Your lantern. I’m sorry | put it out.” 


Kakashi looked just as confused as Iruka felt. “That wasn’t you,” he 
said. 


He now had a pile of four lanterns on the grass beside him. He stood 
up, made as though to step onto the water to go and retrieve his 
own, but then hesitated. 


“But it was my fault,” Iruka protested. 


Kakashi wasn’t listening. He was watching the lantern with a strange 
intensity. 


“Do you want me to go get it?” Iruka asked. He was about to step 
forwards when Kakashi grabbed him roughly by the shoulder and 
turned him around. 


“No,” Kakashi said with finality. “I want you to leave.” 


He marched Iruka over the grounds towards the house. Snail had 
already chivvied Anko and Mizuki towards the gate, and they were 
out of sight. Iruka tried to drag his feet, but Kakashi was having none 
of it, his grip firm on Iruka’s shoulder, towing him along. 


“Kakashi, what’s wrong?” Iruka asked. “If you’re not mad at me, then 
what is it?” 


Kakashi was silent for so long that Iruka thought he wasn't going to 
answer, but then he said, “Iruka, | need to ask you for something. | 


can't tell you why, and you won't like it, but | need you to do this one 
thing for me.” 


“OK,” Iruka said slowly. “What is it?” 


“| need you to stay away from me for a little while. Not because of 
anything you've done,” he added quickly. “It's not about you. You 
haven't done anything wrong. But | need you to promise me that you 
won't come visit me until | tell you it’s all right.” 


It hurt. Even Kakashi’s assurance that it wasn’t his fault couldn’t take 
the sting out of it— and besides, that must be a lie, otherwise why 
would Kakashi ask him at all? Iruka dug his heels in, and this time 
Kakashi stopped. 

“Iruka, please,” he said. 

“Not if you don’t tell me why,” Iruka said. He didn’t try and keep the 
pain out of his voice, and it seemed to hurt Kakashi too because he 
planted himself in front of Iruka and held both his shoulders. But the 
grip wasn't meant to intimidate; it was imploring. 

“I can't,” he said. “I don’t...know how.” 

The uncertainty was almost enough to break Iruka. He rarely saw 
Kakashi unsure of himself, and he didn’t like Knowing that Kakashi 
could be vulnerable. 

“Find a way,” Iruka said. “Do you need help?” 


“No,” Kakashi said, too quickly. “What | need is for you to stay where 
it's safe until | figure this out.” 


“Safe? What do you mean, ‘where it’s safe’?” 
Kakashi winced. “Iruka, do you trust me?” 


Now that was unfair. “Of course | trust you. But that doesn’t mean I'll 
leave you alone when something's clearly wrong.” 


“If you trust me,” Kakashi persisted, “you'll do what I’m asking you. 
Please, |ruka, if you only ever do one thing | tell you, do this.” 


lruka pursed his lips. “For how long?” 


“| don’t know. You'll still see me around in the village, especially if | 
keep taking shifts watching Anko. But you can’t come and visit me 
here. When I’m home, | need to be alone.” 


Kakashi didn’t know what he was asking. He didn’t Know what it 
meant to Iruka to have this space — this friendship — to retreat to 
when he needed a break from the rest of the world. But if Iruka had 
to choose between staying away or knocking at a door he knew 
would stay closed to him, he’d rather pretend this was his own 
choice. It might make the rejection less bitter. 


“Fine,” he said. “But I’m worried about you. | want you to know that.” 
Kakashi’s face softened. “I know,” he said. “But I'll be OK. | promise.” 


From beyond the house, Iruka heard the faint sound of Mizuki’s 
voice, and then Anko’s. He let Kakashi lead the way again, still with 
a hand on Iruka’s shoulder as though he feared what would happen 
if lruka wandered beyond arm’s reach. Ironic, considering what he’d 
just asked. 


They didn't speak as they crested the side of the house, but Kakashi 
faltered once in his step. lruka followed his gaze, but saw only the 
darkness of the veranda. Kakashi hurried them onwards, whatever 
he’d seen spurring him in his haste to get lruka out of the gate. It 
wasn't until they’d skirted the edge of the house that Iruka realised 
what had been wrong with the darkness, although he couldn't begin 
to guess why it had bothered Kakashi. It was such a small thing, if 
strange. 


The shrine on the veranda had been cloaked in darkness. The two 
candles, despite the still night air, had gone out. 
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“So,” lruka said three hours and twenty-six minutes later, “what’s up 
with Kakashi?” 


Snail, to his credit, hadn't jumped when Iruka had popped up on the 
rooftop beside him. He did take a moment to respond, which Iruka 
chose to believe was because he hadn't heard Iruka scaling the wall 
of the building and had to get over his shock. 


“Didn't you go home?” Snail asked. “I distinctly remember telling you 
and Mizuki to go home. He isn't here too, is he?” 


They were on the roof of the apartment block across the road from 
Anko’s. The curtains in Anko’s flat were drawn, but they had a good 
view of her front door on the second floor walkway. Iruka settled 
down next to Snail, tucking his legs under him. 


“Nah, he went to bed,” Iruka said. “I wasn't tired, but | didn’t want him 
bitching at me for keeping him up, so | came out for a walk.” 


“And you figured you’d check if Kakashi was working surveillance,” 
Snail said. “Sorry to disappoint you. He finished his shift and went 
home.” 


“I’m not disappointed,” lruka said. “I’ve already tried to talk to him 
and it didn’t get me anywhere. But you're his friend. You’re good 
friends. Right?” 

Snail looked askance at him. 


“What makes you think that?” 


“You changed the subject when Mizuki asked about the lanterns. You 
knew why Kakashi needed five, and you knew he wouldn't want to 


talk about it.” 

Snail gave him a long, assessing look. 

“You're pretty observant, huh?” 

“| also notice when people don't answer my questions.” 


Snail snorted. “Yeah, OK, we’re friends. But that doesn’t mean I’m 
going to gossip about him with you.” 


lruka had never met any of Kakashi’s friends before. He’d seen 
Kakashi hanging out with Maito Gai, and he’d known that Kakashi 
must have other friends his own age, but none of them seemed to 
spend much time at the Hatake compound, or if they did then 
Kakashi’s genius extended to scheduling his social life, because 
lruka had never run into any of them there. Occasionally he’d 
wondered what kind of people Kakashi chose to spend his time with 
— he was fairly sure Gai was the exception to the rule — but he’d 
never dwelt on the question for long. Now he was sitting next to one 
of Kakashi’s friends, he found himself intensely curious, more so 
because he knew he’d never get to see beneath Snail’s mask. 


“I’m not asking you to gossip,” Iruka said. “Something’s wrong and 
he won't tell me what.” 


“That sounds a lot like you’re asking for gossip.” 
“I’m worried about him.” 


Below them, the streets were mostly quiet. It was late, and the 
festival was over, but a few revellers had decided the party should go 
on, if Obon could be called a party at all. Some people took any 
excuse to get drunk. One such group stumbled along Anko’s street 
now, laughing too loudly, and from somewhere nearby Iruka could 
hear the pulse of a bassline. He hoped it wasn’t one of Anko’s 
neighbours. 


“This is a tough time of year,” Snail said when the drunken laughter 
had faded. “People react very differently to loss. Some people need 
their friends around them, others need space.” 


lruka drew up his legs and hugged them to his chest. 


“| know that,” he said quietly. “I’ve lived that. But when he asked me 
to leave him alone, it didn’t feel like grief. He said | wouldn't be safe if 
| was around him. Do you know what that meant?” 


Snail had been keeping most of his attention on Anko’s building and 
the surroundings, but now he turned his gaze on Iruka. 


“He didn't say anything like that to me,” he said. “I mean, he asked 
me to keep my distance too, but | just assumed...” He trailed off. 
“Huh.” 


lruka waited for him to go on, but he didn’t. Well, this was a bust. 
Snail didn’t Know a damn thing either. He hadn't really expected to 
gain much from this interrogation, but if Snail didn’t know any more 
than him then it was totally useless. 


Though Iruka took some comfort in Knowing he wasn’t the only one 
Kakashi had sent away. Kakashi hadn't lied when he'd said it wasn’t 
personal, and he hadn’t confided in someone else over Iruka. It was 
petty, but the idea of Kakashi sharing his secrets with someone else 
had rankled him. Iruka might be three years younger, but that didn’t 
mean he wouldn't be able to help, and it certainly didn’t mean he 
couldn't be trusted. 


He wasn't going to get anything else useful out of Snail, so Iruka 
dropped the subject. Better not to pester now and irritate a potential 
source of information he might need in the future. 


“Hey, you know when you lit the candles back at Kakashi’s place?” 
he asked. “How’d you get that good at chakra control?” 


Snail took to the new subject enthusiastically. 


“One of the jutsus | specialise in needs really fine chakra control,” he 
said. “You can develop it fairly quickly if you practice enough. | 
imagine you're pretty good already, what with all your seals work — 
I’m not good at seals myself but I’ve heard chakra control is 
important.” 


“Yeah, my sensei’s always nagging me about it.” 


Snail hummed thoughtfully, then said, “Do you have a barrier seal on 
you?” 


lruka never left the house without at least three. He tugged one out 
of his pocket and smoothed the wrinkles out of the paper. Snail held 
out a hand, and Iruka only hesitated minutely before he handed it 
over. 


“This is a pretty good exercise,” Snail said. “Watch.” 


He held up his left hand, the seal in his right, and then a tiny barrier 
encircled the tip of his left index finger. It vanished, and then 
reappeared around his middle finger, then his ring finger, and finally 
his little finger. 


“You might want to start with your full finger first,” Snail said, starting 
the pattern again. Iruka had done plenty of training where he’d varied 
the size and location of barriers, but he’d never made such tiny ones 
before. That would take real precision. “Then, as you get better, 
focus on a smaller and smaller area. Sometimes in the spring | go 
into the woods and try it with falling blossoms, but if you work up to 
moving targets you can just waggle your fingers.” 


He demonstrated, catching each fingertip in turn while slowly 
wiggling them. Iruka realised his mouth was open and shut it. 


“What kind of jutsu do you need that much control for?” he asked. 
“Even Kakashi couldn't do that. Could he?” 


“Nah,” Snail said. “Kakashi’s a powerhouse. He can compensate for 
a lack of finesse with sheer strength. I’m not an attack dog like him. 
I’m specialised.” 


“Specialised in something that makes you good at stalking Anko?” 
lruka asked, and Snail laughed. 


“Yeah, actually,” he said. “| haven’t needed to use it, but if she keeps 
sneaking off | might be forced to. Is she planning to make my life 
hell?” 


“Depends what your threshold for hell is,” Iruka said. “She’s not a 
bad person. | know she’s done some really bad things, but she’s 
sorry about it.” 


“You were scared of her,” Snail said quietly. “The other day when she 
threatened Takeo.” 


He’d been scared of her when they’d gone up the mountain too, but 
he’d be damned if he said so. Instead he scowled at his trainers, still 
covered in dust from the woods, and hoped it hadn’t been so obvious 
to Anko. The thought of her knowing made him feel sick. 


“| need to go home,” he said abruptly. “I've got training in the 
morning.” 


He stood up, and Snail held up the barrier seal. Iruka took it and 
jammed it back into his pocket. 


“I'll check on Kakashi tomorrow,” Snail said as Iruka turned to go. 
“You don’t have to worry about him.” 


lruka knew he’d meant it to be comforting, but he couldn’t help the 
spark of irritation. 


“Of course I'll worry about him,” he snapped. “He’s my friend too. 
You wouldn’t even have known to worry if | hadn’t told you.” 


He left before Snail could call him out on how unfair that was. Not 
that he cared. Snail had it coming for patronising him. 


On the way home, he considered running right back to Kakashi’s 
house. If he was only persistent enough, loud enough, emphatic 
enough...but no. Being a nuisance wouldn’t make Kakashi let him in. 
lruka couldn’t force Kakashi to open his door. 


But maybe, if he tried hard enough, he could make a door of his own 
and let himself in. 


If anything, it was even hotter the following afternoon. Iruka breathed 
a sigh of relief as he turned into the alleyway, its high walls shading 
them from the sun, though the air was still thick and humid. Beside 
him, Anko was flapping a paper fan at her face, but judging by the 
colour in her cheeks she was only making herself hotter. 


“For God’s sake, put your hair up,” Iruka said, digging through the 
pocket of his shorts until he came across a hair tie. “Just looking at 
you is making me sweat.” 


“I’m fine,” Anko protested. 


lruka waved the hair tie in her face. “No one else is gonna be back 
here. It’s just you and me. Anko, your hair is damp, that’s just gross.” 


Anko glared at him but she snatched the hair tie, glanced back to 
make sure no one had followed them, and then tugged her hair up 
into a high ponytail, grimacing at the sweat. Iruka purposefully 
avoided glancing at the curse mark on her neck. 


“Are you sure you know where we are?” Anko asked as they carried 
on down the narrow alleyway. It was bordered by two stone walls, 


trees growing behind the left one and further shading them. The air 
smelt like freshly cut grass and some blossom Iruka couldn't name 
but recognised. 


lruka pointed to the left. “That’s Kakashi’s house.” He pointed right. 
“That’s...some other clan compound. Might be the Naras? I’m not 
actually sure, but it doesn’t matter.” 


“Right,” Anko said doubtfully. “And we spent twenty minutes 
escaping my ANBU minder so we could take an innocent walk 
around the back of Kakashi’s house. OK. So what are we doing 
here?” 


“You'll find out soon enough. Once we get to the door.” 
“What door?” 


The door came into view in another few steps. It was an unassuming 
wooden door built into Kakashi’s wall, old but well-maintained. Iruka 
stopped in front of it and held out his hand gingerly to feel the wards. 
They were a background buzz all along the alleyway, but they were 
stronger here, at this possible weak point in Kakashi’s defences. 
lruka pulled his hand back before they snapped at him. 


“Are we breaking and entering?” Anko asked in disbelief. “Did you 
seriously drag me out here to break into Kakashi’s house? Why don’t 
you just, | don’t Know, go round the front and knock?” 


“| told you, he doesn’t want to see me.” 

lruka had brought a shoulder bag, which he shrugged off and knelt 
over on the mossy flagstones, unzipping it and pulling out a handful 
of seals he’d spent most of last night designing. 

“So you’re breaking in,” Anko said flatly. “To a clan compound.” 


“Yep. 


“You know this is all kinds of illegal, right?” 


“Why do you think we shook off the ANBU?” 
Anko snorted a laugh of disbelief. 


“Iruka, I’m already in deep shit with ANBU, | do not need to get in 
trouble for this too.” 


“Relax,” Iruka said distractedly. “We're not going to get caught. No 
one ever comes back here besides the gardeners. Besides, | 
couldn't bring Mizuki — he’s out on some mission this afternoon and 
he’d blab about it anyway.” 

“And you couldn’t come by yourself because...?” 


“Because if this goes wrong I'll need you to scrape me off the floor 
and carry me to the hospital.” 


That brought Anko up short. Now she looked less mad and more 
alarmed. 


“Aren’t clan compound wards kind of...intense?” she asked. “Can 
you really break through them?” 


“Don't know, I’ve never tried before,” Iruka said. He was arranging 
the seals on the ground, checking them as he went. “But I’m not 
really trying to take them down exactly. I’m just trying to create a little 
hole | can sneak through.” 

Anko crouched beside him, looking doubtfully at the seals. 

“So you haven't tested these,” she said flatly. 

“No, but the theory is sound.” 


Anko fixed him with her most sarcastic stare. Iruka ignored her. 


“OK, look,” he said eventually. “I’ve seen this door from the other 
side. | stumbled across it one day a couple of months ago, and there 
were all these cool-looking seals around the doorframe. Complicated 


warding stuff. So | took a look at them and | asked Asuka-sensei to 
give me some lessons on wards, and | figured out more or less how 
they work. | asked Kakashi if | could mess with them but he said no.” 


“How shocking.” 


“The point is that | have a better chance of dealing with Kakashi’s 
wards than any other clan’s. And | was thinking about it last night 
and had this idea. You know how when you pick wards, you usually 


sneak your chakra signature into them so they think you're allowed 
in?” 


“No.” 
“Really? I’ve never told you that?” 
“You might have done, but | probably wasn't listening,” Anko said. 


lruka rolled his eyes. “Well, that's how a basic ward-picking seal 
works. But the clans use a higher level of wards. They're too 
sensitive, and my chakra control isn’t good enough.” Yet, he added 
privately. “So instead I’m going to try something...” He hesitated. 
“Something I’ve done only once before. In the cave, last year.” 


Anko tensed, as he’d known she would. 


“You mean the big barrier thing you caught sensei with? What does 
that have to do with breaking through wards?” 


“That barrier was something called a compound seal system, which 
basically means it had more than one person’s chakra powering it,” 
lruka said. “I edited Orochimaru-sensei’s seals and then used his 
chakra and mine to create the barrier. There’s this whole field of 
theory around combining multiple chakras in seals. And | figured, 
well, wards are just a really complicated series of seals, and they’re 
designed to recognise and use multiple chakra signatures. So 
maybe what | did with Orochimaru-sensei’s barriers could also work 
with someone else’s wards.” 


Anko was frowning as she absorbed this. “But the seals for 
Kakashi’s wards are on the inside of the door,” she pointed out. “You 
can’t change them from out here.” 


“No, but | can add more seals to the system,” Iruka said, gesturing to 
his seals on the ground. “Remember as a kid when we used to do 
‘join the dots’ drawings? Each paper seal is a dot, and when you 
activate the wards, you’re joining them up. I’m just adding more dots, 
and Kakashi’s chakra should notice them and automatically join 
them up.” 


Anko still looked like she didn’t fully get it. “How?” 


“Because that’s what I’ve told them to do,” Iruka said, gesturing at 
his seals. “Except my chakra’s going to be in them too. Don’t ask me 
how it works because I’d have to explain every single symbol and 
how they work together. But the end result should be that just this 
doorway will let me through.” 


“You keep saying it ‘should’ work,” Anko said. “What will happen if it 
doesn't?” 


“The wards will realise I’m an intruder and...well, when | said you’d 
have to scrape me off the floor | was only half joking.” 


Anko looked warily at the door. 
“Remind me again why you can't just knock?” 


“I need to make sure he’s OK,” Iruka said. “And he won't tell me, so 
my only other option...” 


“Is to break into his house and spy on him,” Anko finished. “Yeah. | 
got it. Anyone ever tell you that you’re a huge idiot?” 


“Mizuki reminds me most days, but I’ve been tuning him out for 
years.” 


“When I’m scraping you off the floor, I’m going to say | told you so. 
I’m going to write it on your gravestone when Kakashi finds out and 
kills you.” 


“Kakashi will never find out because you're not going to tell him.” 
Anko folded her arms. “I’m not a snitch, but | still think this is stupid.” 


“Thanks for your opinion.” Iruka finally picked up the seals, piling 
them up in the right order, and then stood up. “You might want to 
stand back while | do this.” 


Anko backed off hastily, until her shoulders were almost against the 
wall of the Nara compound. The wards back here weren't so vicious 
that they’d repel anyone who touched them, but they might give 
Anko a little warning shock if she leaned against them for too long. It 
was best to avoid them if possible. 


lruka pressed each seal to the doorframe very carefully. He trickled 
the barest hint of chakra into each one, not enough to activate it, 
although the wards buzzed a warning. They felt his presence, even if 
they hadn’t tagged him as a threat yet. If they felt too much of his 
chakra, they'd change their mind and violently remove him. After a 
particularly harsh buzz of warning, Iruka backed off, three seals still 
in his hands. He waited several seconds, letting the wards calm back 
down. Anko didn’t say anything, but he could feel her tension at his 
back. 


He returned to the door and gently pressed the next seal to the 
wooden frame, holding his breath. The wards hadn't worked out 
what he was doing. They had inbuilt defences that recognised 
somebody trying to slip chakra into their central system, but they 
weren't prepared for someone to partition a section off like this. Iruka 
wondered vaguely whether it was possible to build an intelligent 
warding system — a sort of artificial intelligence — that could adapt 
and learn new strategies without needing to be manually updated. 
He added it to his mental list of things to ask Asuka-sensei about as 
he placed the penultimate seal on the door. 


He took another short break before the final seal. Once he added 
this one, Kakashi’s chakra would flow through them, activating them, 
and either the wards would accept his changes or they'd reject them 
— and him — outright. Iruka weighed up the option of going in quick or 
taking it slow, and decided on slow. Gently, so gently, he brushed the 
paper against the wood, felt it catch and stick fast, and then jerked 
his hand back as the wards flowed through his mini-system. 


There was a ripple in the chakra over the door. Anko caught Iruka’s 
wrist and pulled him back another couple of steps, and they both 
watched expectantly, even though Iruka knew they wouldn't see the 
wards at work. Under the surface, a lot was going on, and he could 
feel it in the way his hair rose on the backs of his arms, but he 
couldn't tell what was happening. Wasn't sure if he’d be able to tell 
what the outcome was without testing the door and making an 
experiment of himself. 


After a few long seconds, the wards’ buzzing died down again. It 
hadn’t spat Iruka’s seals off the door, which Iruka chose to believe 
was a good sign. 


“Did it work?” Anko asked. 


“No idea.” Iruka took a tentative step forwards. “I guess | need to test 
it.” 

“You are taking years off my life today,” Anko muttered. “You want to 
touch it? Seriously? There isn’t some better way to test it?” 


“Not really. Not that | know of, anyway. I’m making this up as | go 
along, remember?” 


“How could | forget?” Anko ground out. “I am this close to dragging 
you home.” 


“Pll just come back later on my own and if it goes terribly wrong | 
guess I'll die back here with no one to save me.” 


Anko punched him on the arm. Hard. 
“You are the worst,” she said with feeling. 


“Yeah, yeah,” Iruka said, rubbing his arm. “Wait until I’ve tried it out 
and then you can call me names if I’m still alive to hear them.” 


“And you're not funny!” 


lruka took a deep breath as he approached the door. Then he 
touched the pad of one finger to the handle. Nothing happened. He 
wrapped his hand around it, loosely at first and then more firmly. It 
didn't budge; the wards were keeping it locked. The only way to 
open it was to take them down, which in theory he should now be 
able to do. lruka squeezed his eyes shut and pushed his chakra into 
the wards. 


The handle moved under his hand, thunking down so easily that 
lruka’s sweat-slicked fingers almost slid off. He let out a breath and 
pushed the door open, then stepped through into Kakashi’s garden. 


“Holy shit,” Anko whispered behind him. “You just broke into 
Kakashi’s house. You actually did it.” 


The trees at the bottom of the garden obscured most of the house 
from view: Iruka could catch glimpses of it between the trunks, 
across the lawn and pond. He’d been counting on the foliage for 
cover, though if Kakashi was home right now then he was inside. 
lruka doubted he could see the door from any of the windows even if 
he happened to glance this way. It was the perfect secret entrance. 


lruka stepped back into the alleyway and closed the door behind 
him. He didn’t need to be here now, as tempting as it was to sneak 
up to the house and peer in through the windows. He’d seen Kakashi 
less than twenty-four hours ago, for God’s sake, he couldn't possibly 
miss him that much already. Though, if he was honest with himself, 
he felt a little ache in his chest as the door clicked shut and the 
Hatake compound vanished like a mirage. 


He turned to find Anko staring at him. 
“What?” he said. 
“Does your sensei Know you can do shit like this?” Anko asked. 


“Even | didn’t know | could do this until right this second. And | 
wasn't planning to tell her that | built a back door into one of the clan 
compounds, funnily enough.” 


Anko was still staring at him, and Iruka was starting to feel self- 
conscious. 


“Orochimaru-sensei always thought you were something special,” 
she finally said. “Near the end, he was always talking about you. 
Asking me about you. | never really got it. | mean, | Knew you were 
pretty good at traps, but there were a bunch of kids who were 
stronger than you in all sorts of ways. | never understood why he 
wanted you out of all the kids in Konoha.” 


lruka looked away, even more uneasy now. He’d been feeling proud 
of himself, but the thought of Orochimaru approving of him made him 
feel like he’d been touched by dirty fingers. 


“His loss, | guess,” he muttered. 


Anko must have sensed his mood, or maybe she found the subject 
just as repellent, because she turned back to the door. 


“What are you going to do with it now?” 
“Uh. Go check on Kakashi sometime.” 
Anko raised an eyebrow. 

“You hadn’t thought that far ahead, huh?” 


lruka waved a hand. 


“It’s a door! | don’t need a master plan. If | feel like Kakashi needs 
me then I’ll go visit him. Secretly. Without telling him I’m there.” 


“Because that’s not creepy at all.” 
“Oh, shut up.” 


Anko tugged her paper fan back out of her pocket and wafted hot air 
across her face. 


“Can we go and get ice cream now?” she asked. 


There was nothing left to do here. Iruka touched the door one last 
time, to reassure himself that it hadn’t been a fluke. He was now 
accepted by a tiny corner of Kakashi’s wards. The knowledge made 
him relax, as though he was somehow leaving a part of himself to 
watch over Kakashi while he was gone. It was nonsense, of course, 
but he liked the idea that he could keep Kakashi safe. 


“Ice cream sounds good,” he said. 


Anko tugged the hair tie free as they headed back down the 
alleyway, combing her hair back over her neck. 


“You’re buying,” she said. “After all that stress you just put me 
through, you owe me.” 


She held out the hair tie, but Iruka didn’t take it. 


“I'll buy you ice cream if you keep that thing away from me. | don’t 
want your sweat in my hair.” 


Anko grinned and grabbed the back of his shirt, and the hair tie was 
suddenly stuck to his back in Iruka’s own sweat. 


“Gross!” he yelled, scrabbling to reach it, and Anko laughed and 
skipped away backwards to watch him squirm. 


And despite the extraordinary thing he had done today, it suddenly 
felt like a normal afternoon. Iruka chased Anko back down the 
alleyway and into the sun, and for a short while he allowed himself 
not to worry about anything. Not Kakashi, not Anko, not the ANBU 
who'd scold them when he tracked them down. Not Orochimaru, who 
lingered always somewhere beyond the safety of the village gates, 
waiting. 


None of those troubles could touch him now. 


The temptation of the door hovered over Iruka’s head for the next 
day and a half. He resisted, although he thought about it constantly. 
Now he had a way in, he wasn’t sure how he should use it. There 
wasn’t much point in sneaking around Kakashi’s compound without 
any idea of what he should be looking for or whether he should make 
his presence known. In the end, he decided he’d wait for a sign, and 
when the moment came, he’d know. 


He didn't have to wait long. 


Anko asked him to take a look at her wards the next day, which he 
probably should have expected. One of the Yamanakas had set 
them up, and so Anko trusted them about as much as she trusted 
her ANBU shadows. Sure enough, Iruka found three different chakra 
signatures in the wards beside Anko’s, and he spent a good chunk of 
his evening teasing them out. 


By the time he left, it was getting dark. As was becoming his habit, 
he squinted up at the rooftop where he’d found Snail keeping vigil, 
just in case Kakashi was on duty. There was an ANBU there — he 
could see the glint of the fading sunlight on armour — but he couldn’t 
make out the mask. Apparently the ANBU could see him too, 
because he raised a hand and waved. Iruka was ninety-nine percent 


sure that meant it wasn’t Kakashi, but he couldn't ignore that one 
percent of hope. He made his way up to the rooftop. 


It wasn’t Kakashi who waited for him there. It wasn’t even Snail. It 
was Eagle, one of the ANBU that Iruka kind of liked, sitting cross- 
legged near the edge of the roof and somehow managing to make 
the hard ground look comfy. 


“Hey Iruka,” he said. “Haven't seen you around for a while.” 


He actually sounded happy to see Iruka. Or maybe the mind- 
numbing boredom of surveillance made him happy to chat with 
anyone. 


“Yeah, no one’s threatened to arrest me for ages,” Iruka said, and 
Eagle laughed. 


“You decided to retire from being Konoha’s number one 
troublemaker then?” 


“| couldn’t compete with Anko.” 
“No,” Eagle said lightly, “I suppose not.” 


“What are you doing here anyway?” Iruka asked. “Did Kakashi quit 
being her minder or something?” 


He’d wondered how Kakashi would balance avoiding Iruka with 
having to shadow Anko. It wouldn't be easy to do both at the same 
time. He’d wondered which one Kakashi would prioritise, and it hurt 
to think that Kakashi had chosen reassignment over risking even 
small encounters with him. 


“Do you have our schedule memorised already?” Eagle asked. “He 
was meant to be on duty tonight but he called in sick. So here | am.” 


lruka stared at him. “Called in sick?” 


“| was a little taken aback when | heard too,” Eagle said. “I’ve seen 
Kakashi in the ANBU offices when he’s barely been able to walk. 
He’s a real workaholic. He must be feeling pretty damn awful to take 
a day off.” 


“Yeah,” lruka said distractedly. His thoughts were whirling. Kakashi 
wouldn't take a sick day just to avoid him, which meant something 
must have happened. Something bad. 


“| need to go,” he told Eagle. “Have fun watching Anko’s house all 
night.” 


“I’m sure | will,” Eagle sighed, and then Iruka scrambled back down 
the fire escape and took off into the evening. 


The alleyway behind the Hatake compound felt different in the 
shadowy twilight. The walls seemed to stretch taller and to squeeze 
closer together, narrowing the space as Iruka hurried through the 
failing light. It was so quiet that he felt he’d somehow stumbled out of 
Konoha altogether and found himself in a ghostly imitation, 
abandoned and fallen into disrepair. 


He was so focused on the ground in front of him, not wanting to trip 
in the deepening gloom, that he almost missed the door. Only the 
pale garlands of seals he’d stuck around the doorframe caught his 
eye, bringing him up short as he jogged past. Backtracking a couple 
of steps, he reached for the handle and hesitated with his fingers an 
inch from the metal. 


A sliver of doubt made him look up at the trees, their branches neatly 
trimmed so as not to cross the boundary of the wards. He could only 
make out the leaves on the lower branches; above them, each 
branch was a streak of black against a navy sky. He was going to 
break into Kakashi’s house. He let that thought settle, considered it. 
What would Kakashi do if he found out? Would he be grateful that 
lruka cared enough to disobey him, or would he just be mad? Iruka 
truly didn’t know, and it bothered him that he didn’t know Kakashi 
well enough to guess. 


Of course, Kakashi didn’t have to find out. Maybe Iruka could spy 
him through the window — it wasn't that late yet, he’d still be awake — 
and figure out if he was all right. Maybe he really was just sick and 
lruka could leave him be. If something looked wrong, he could 
always double back around and knock at the gate, see if he could 
talk his way inside without revealing his secret entrance. 


It was all bullshit, but it gave Iruka the courage to press down on the 
handle. He opened the door slowly, even though he knew the 
chances of Kakashi being out here by the wall were slim to none. 
Then he slipped through the crack and closed the door softly behind 
him. 


The doorway brought him out among the copse of trees at the back 
of the grounds. It was darker here, and it took Iruka by surprise. He 
stood blinking through the trees, disoriented, although he knew every 
inch of these grounds by daylight. Slowly, he wended his way among 
the trunks until he reached the edge of the lawn, and then he paused 
again, realising suddenly why the darkness had been unexpected. 


Every window in the house was dark. Not the darkness of closed 
curtains, around whose edges the glow of light would have escaped, 
but the true darkness of a house with no one home, or no one left 
awake. 


Kakashi wasn’t here. It was barely past eight, there was no way he’d 
already gone to bed. Iruka dithered at the edge of the trees, not sure 
what to do. Should he leave and search for Kakashi elsewhere? He 
had no idea where Kakashi could be. Perhaps he’d gone to another 
friend for help with whatever was bothering him. Beyond that, Iruka 
couldn't guess. It was too late for him to be visiting Naruto at the 
orphanage or shopping at the market. What else did Kakashi do with 
his days besides work? Not much, as far as Iruka knew. 


But maybe this wasn't a bad thing. Maybe it was an opportunity to 
snoop around a bit and see if he could find some clue that would 
explain why Kakashi had banished him from the compound. Iruka’s 
heartrate picked up a little as he thought about creeping through 


Kakashi’s house alone. It was underhanded, and it left a sour taste in 
his mouth — sneaking around the grounds while Kakashi was here 
was one thing, but tip-toeing through his hallways while he was out 
was a whole different level of invasive. 


The house sat squat in the darkness, a shadow against the night. 
lruka squared his shoulders, shunted his misgiving aside and started 
to cross the lawn. He was doing this to help Kakashi, not to hurt him. 
That made it OK to betray his trust a little, or so he told himself as he 
passed the dark strip of the pond, the water as still as a held breath, 
and approached the house. 


He fell back into his shinobi training without thinking as he stepped 
up onto the veranda, light-footed and silent. The remains of the 
shrine were still there, the candles burnt down to stubs and the ash 
from an incense stick dusting the low wooden table. Iruka paused 
before it, wondering why it was still there, and he caught a whiff of 
the incense, so faint he wasn’t sure he hadn’t imagined it. 


The air around the house felt thicker, as though the humidity was 
higher here. Iruka rested his hand on the door and slowly slid it 
open. Kakashi never locked his doors: if someone made it through 
the wards, mere locks would be no match for them. The slither of the 
sliding door sounded loud in the quiet. Iruka held his breath on the 
threshold, and then passed over into the large room beyond. 


He had let himself into the kitchen, and he left the door open behind 
him in the hopes of some meagre light. The space felt different in the 
dark, as though it changed its shape at nightfall. Iruka had to move 
slowly to make sure he didn’t bump into anything, his memories no 
longer a reliable map. Everything seemed to have shifted just a few 
inches out of place. He knew it was just the effect of the shadows, 
but unease still prickled over the back of his neck. 


It seemed to take an age for him to pass through the kitchen, and 
then he found himself in the hallway. The Hatake compound was 
large, much larger than Kakashi had any use for, and Iruka’s 
knowledge of the grounds didn’t extend to inside the house. There 


were rooms he had never seen, and he knew Kakashi didn’t use 
most of them, preferring to shut them up and pretend they didn't 
exist. 


Not sure where to begin, Iruka looked up and down the hallway. It 
was almost pitch black in here, the doors that lined it either shut fast 
or ajar. There were no windows. Turning left would bring him to the 
front of the house, but he had never needed to turn right out of this 
room before and had no idea which rooms lay on that side of the 
house. Already unnerved, Iruka chose the familiar route, raising his 
hand to the wall to help him navigate. 


Halfway along the hallway he bumped into a low side table and drew 
in a sharp breath as it rattled. Oh right, he remembered this. There 
was a lamp here. Grateful, he groped carefully for the edge of the 
table and then worked his way up to the stem of the lamp, brushing 
his fingers up until he found the switch and flicked it. 


Nothing happened. Iruka flicked it off and then on again, but the bulb 
remained stubbornly unlit. 


That was weird. Had the bulb blown? Maybe Kakashi hadn't got 
around to changing it. Well, never mind. As soon as Iruka chose a 
room, he’d have the faint light from the window to help him out, and if 
he was feeling brave he could turn on the overhead light. 


He’d taken two more steps when he heard something behind him. It 
was a sound so soft he couldn't have said what caused it, but it 
made him freeze in place, his heartbeat hammering in his ribcage. 
He was so focused on staying still and silent that he couldn’t even 
turn around, and so he stood, barely breathing, for several long 
seconds, straining his ears in case the sound came again. 


It did. There was a second noise, even softer than the first, as 
though someone were trying to move quietly in one of the rooms at 
lruka’s back. 


lruka’s first thought was that Kakashi was home after all, but why 
would Kakashi be sneaking around his own house in the dark? 
Could someone else have also broken through Kakashi’s wards? 
There couldn't be many people in the village who were capable of 
that, but if lruka had managed it then it stood to reason that 
someone else could too. 


Very slowly, he turned around, pivoting on his toes so he wouldn't 
make any noise. All of the doors down that end of the hallway were 
shut — except one. The door at the end of the hall was half open, the 
room inside a shade lighter than the hallway but still too dark for 
lruka to make out anything within. Hadn't it been closed when he'd 
first stepped into the hallway? He couldn't remember now, although 
he was sure he’d glanced that way. 


He took each step glacially slow, rolling his foot down and shifting his 
weight onto it by increments. The silence had returned, and Iruka 
couldn’t tell if that meant the other person hadn’t heard him or if they 
were lying in wait. 


At the third step, the floorboard creaked beneath him. It was a soft 
sound, but Iruka winced, freezing again and certain that the second 
intruder must have heard him this time if not before. 


As he stood there, tensely waiting for someone to fly out of the open 
door, a strange sensation came over him. The air felt charged, and 
the hairs rose on his arms and legs as though he'd rubbed a balloon 
over the skin. His t-shirt clung to him, not with sweat but with static. 
He could even feel it on his scalp, and when he raised a hand above 
his head he felt a few loose hairs sticking up there too, buoyed by 
the electricity. 


What the fuck, he mouthed to himself. 


Ahead of him, the sound came again, and this time he was certain it 
was right behind the half-open door. 


Behind Iruka, the lamp flickered on, and he whirled around, the 
floorboard creaking beneath him again, but there was no one beside 
the lamp. The light sputtered, as though its wiring was faulty, and 
died again just as someone burst out of the room behind Iruka, 
grabbed his shoulder and yanked him around. 


It was Kakashi, both eyes open wide, the tomoe of his sharingan 
whirling madly. His fingers dug into Iruka’s shoulder, five vicelike 
points of pain, but it was the look on his face in the guttering light 
that made Iruka let out a startled cry. There was something manic in 
his bloodshot eyes, something that in anyone else, Iruka would have 
called terror. 


“Kakashi,” he choked out, and the air fizzed on his tongue. 


“Did you see it?” Kakashi asked. His voice was low and hoarse, and 
when Iruka only gaped at him, Kakashi shook him and asked again, 
louder, “Did you see who it was?” 


lruka had never been frightened of Kakashi before, but in that 
moment with the light flashing madly and that blood-red eye 
reflecting the glow, it was all Iruka could do to stutter out a few 
words. 


“See what?” he gasped. “I didn’t see anything!” 


Kakashi dropped his shoulder and took a few steps past him. The 
lamp grew even more erratic, and sparks flew up from Kakashi’s 
bare feet at each step despite the wooden floor. There was nothing 
there, and lruka didn’t hear anything, but Kakashi suddenly flew at 
the doors, flinging them open so they each hit the walls: BANG, 
BANG, BANG. 


“Where are you?” Kakashi yelled. “I know you’re still here. Who are 
you?” 


The lightbulb flashed with a flare of white light and then popped and 
went dark, the glow fading into afterimages that blinded Iruka. He 


blinked, trying to clear his vision, and groped for the wall. 


“Kakashi?” His voice came out too high. “It’s OK, it was just me. 
There’s no one else here. It’s just me, I’m sorry.” 


He couldn't see Kakashi but he could hear him breathing from even 
a few feet away. The static was fading from the air now. A strand of 
hair floated back down over his face, and he flinched when it 
touched his nose. 


“No, there was something — someone else,” Kakashi said. His voice 
still sounded rough and unlike himself. “You really didn’t see it?” 


“| didn't see anything,” Iruka insisted. His nerves were still high on 
adrenaline and he jumped when Kakashi took a step towards him. 
“What did you see? Kakashi, what's going on?” 


Kakashi was standing in front of him again, but Iruka could barely 
make out his face. It was so dark. Why had Kakashi been hiding 
alone in the dark in his own damn house? What was happening 
here? 


“It makes sense,” Kakashi muttered, more to himself than to Iruka, 
and that only frightened Iruka more. “They’re only here for me. Of 
course no one else can see them.” He looked down at Iruka as 
though only just remembering him. “What are you doing here? | told 
you not to come back.” 


This house isn’t safe, Iruka remembered. That’s what Kakashi had 
said, that |ruka couldn’t come back because it wasn’t safe. 


“Tell me why,” Iruka said, unable to supress the tremor in his voice. 
“Tell me why it isn’t safe for me here.” 


The bright spots had finally faded enough that Kakashi’s face 
became visible, still mostly dark but the edges picked out by the pale 
light from the open doorways. He'd closed his sharingan, but his 


single grey eye was still too wide, and static crackled on his mask 
when he spoke. 


“This house is haunted,” he said. 
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They sat outside on the lawn under the moonlight. They had not 
gone all the way to the pond, but Iruka could smell the damp, mossy 
scent of the standing water. The air was very still and the sky very 
clear. The moon was a bitten sliver rimmed with stars, and there was 
no sound. Even the ever-present cry of the cicadas had been 
silenced by the night. 


The house watched them eyelessly from twenty-three paces away. 
lruka had counted every step from the edge of the veranda. For 
those twenty-three paces it had skulked at their back, but they had 
both by unspoken consent sat down at a perfect ninety-degree angle 
to the house, facing each other, so that neither of them would feel its 
gaze in the blind spot between their shoulder blades. Kakashi had 
sat first, choosing to turn his left side to the house so that he could 
keep it in the peripherals of his good eye. His sharingan was shut but 
uncovered, although it was dark enough that Iruka knew this only 
because he couldn’t feel the chakra Kakashi’s sharingan unleashed. 


“They're gone now,” Kakashi said. He was much calmer than he’d 
been when he’d first lunged at Iruka in the hallway, but that wasn't to 
say he was calm. He shifted restlessly, his legs crossed beneath him 
but the knees bobbing up and down. “But they'll be back.” 


They had checked the house before they had come outside. At least, 
lruka had accompanied Kakashi through most of the house, trailing 
him through large, dark rooms, many of which smelt dusty and 
unused. Then Kakashi had sent him back out through the kitchen to 


wait by the shrine on the veranda while he went alone into the last 
handful of rooms. He had refused Iruka entry to these with no 
explanation and in a flat tone that warned against asking. Iruka had 
been frightened enough to go obediently, although every second 
standing on the threshold alone had lasted an eternity. 


“When you say they,” he said slowly, “you mean...ghosts.” 


“Yes,” Kakashi said, a hint of something in his tone that could have 
been defensiveness or impatience. 


lruka honestly didn’t know what to think. This felt very different to the 
festival they’d just celebrated, where the spirits who returned were 
quiet and unseen. The dead were not supposed to hang around 
once Obon had ended, and they certainly weren’t supposed to 
harass the living. 


Kakashi must have taken Iruka’s silence as disbelief because he 
leaned forwards, his dark eye intense. 


“It started on the first night of Obon,” he said. “You felt them too, 
didn’t you? After we put up the lanterns and the shrine.” 


It felt like a long time had passed since that night, when Iruka had 
floated the lanterns in barrier seals to invite his and Kakashi’s dead 
back home. But yes, he had felt an extra presence beyond the reach 
of the candlelight. 


“Yeah, but it wasn't like...that,” he said, gesturing towards the house 
to encompass the that they’d just experienced inside. 


“It changed after you left,” Kakashi said. He pulled his knees up to 
his chest, and the gesture seemed too young for him. “Il came back 
out to the shrine, to bring everything inside.” By ‘everything’ he 
meant the memento mori objects he'd placed on the shrine, Iruka 
knew: the sword, the obi, the greetings card and the wooden box. 
“When I'd picked everything up, the candles on the shrine went out. 


Both of them at once, though there wasn't a breeze, and the lanterns 
were still lit.” 


“You could have created a breeze,” Iruka said. “By moving things 
around.” 


“That's what | thought at first,” Kakashi said. “Or it’s what | told 
myself, but | was sure | hadn't been that clumsy. And when | came 
back inside the house, | felt a presence. All evening it felt like 
someone was watching me. | kept turning around because | was so 
sure that someone else was standing in the room.” 


lruka was trying hard to remain sceptical, but he had felt the same 
presence at the cave when Anko had gone to face her ghosts, and 
the memory gave him chills. He glanced at the house, but nothing 
watched him from the empty windows. 


“Did you see anything?” he asked. 


Kakashi shook his head, but slowly, as though unsure. “Something 
woke me in the night,” he said. “A sound, | think? I’m not sure, but 
something suddenly jerked me awake. You know when you're out 
camping for a mission and something wakes you in the dark, and 
you bolt upright full of adrenaline?” Iruka didn’t, but he nodded 
anyway. “It was like that. I’ve slept in that house all my life, and that’s 
never happened to me there before. Not even after —” He stopped. 


There was a small splash from the pond, some small animal 
slithering in or out of the water, and Kakashi glanced towards it. The 
meagre starlight caught on the ripples by one of the lily pads, and 
then the water fell still again, reflecting the glittering sky. 


“I’m not a jumpy person,” Kakashi said. “There was someone else in 
the house with me that night. | was sure of it then and I’m even more 
sure of it now. | let them in for Obon but | didn’t send them home 
again. | used Anko on the second night. I'd planned to float my 
lanterns on the river after my shift and hope it wasn’t too late, but 
then when | met you three | thought: wouldn't it be so much better to 


float them here? Wouldn't it have more power if | sent the dead away 
straight from the place I'd brought them into? But now | think that 
was wrong. | think maybe | trapped them here.” 


As soon as he’d mentioned the lantern floating ceremony, Iruka had 
felt a rising sense of guilt. He looked at the pond, biting the inside of 
his lip. 


“It was my fault,” he said, not daring to look at Kakashi’s face. “Your 
lantern went out before the light had shown them the way.” 


“No,” Kakashi said gently. “That's not what happened. You didn’t see 
when it went out, but | did. It had already floated away from you and 
then it just...died. Like the first night, when the candles on the shrine 
went out. | think they were trying to tell me something.” 


lruka wasn’t convinced, but he was grateful that Kakashi didn’t 
blame him. The guilt was still roiling in his stomach, but he didn’t 
press the point. 


“What were they trying to tell you?” he asked. 


“That they weren't ready to leave yet,” Kakashi said. “That they were 
planning to stay until they’d achieved whatever they came back for.” 


“And what do you think that is?” 


Kakashi shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. Depends who it is. | have 
so many ghosts, Iruka. | don’t know how many of them are here or 
who they are. They’ve come every night since that first time, but 
tonight things got really bad. There was some kind of power surge. 
All the lights went off. And then | thought | saw something. A figure in 
the corner of my eye. It was so faint | couldn't tell who it was, but | 
followed them. When | heard you in the house | thought you were 
one of them.” 


“Im sorry,” lruka said. It was wholly inadequate; he felt more awful 
than words could express, knowing that he had unwittingly 


contributed to Kakashi’s...unease. His mind skirted the word terror 
like it was a bottomless pit. The idea of Kakashi afraid was more 
than he could bear. 


“Don't be,” Kakashi said. “Although | would love to Know what you're 
doing here and how you got in.” 


He didn’t sound angry, which was good, but he was staring at lruka 
with a very sharp gaze, which was bad. Iruka had been so caught up 
in the ghosts that he’d forgotten to worry about Kakashi finding him 
out, and now he wished he’d thought to change the subject before 
Kakashi could focus on him enough to wonder at his presence. 


“| was worried about you,” he said in a guilty rush. “You wouldn't tell 
me what was wrong and Snail didn’t know anything and Eagle said 
you were off sick. So | thought I’d just come and check on you and 

make sure you were all right.” 


Kakashi's eyebrow quirked but he otherwise kept his expression 
neutral. 


“And you came to check on me how?” 


There was really no lie that would even make sense. Perhaps he 
could say that a ghost had let him in, but either Kakashi wouldn't buy 
it or he would take it way too seriously. Iruka ducked his head so he 
wouldn't have to look Kakashi in the eye and prepared himself for a 
scolding of epic proportions. 


“| may have tampered with your wards and built myself a back door,” 
he mumbled. 


There were several long beats of silence. Iruka didn’t dare glance 
up. 


“Show me,” Kakashi said. 


So Iruka led him down to the bottom of the garden, where Kakashi 
conjured a flame that hovered above the palm of his hand and shed 
light over the door. Iruka opened it and stepped out into the alleyway, 
and when Kakashi followed him, he showed him the seals he'd 
tacked to the doorframe. Kakashi stood and looked at them as Iruka 
explained what they did. 


Once he’d finished, there was another long moment of silence. Iruka 
couldn’t stand still, shifting his weight from foot to foot and clutching 
his arms around himself as he waited for Kakashi’s judgement. 


“You did this the day after | told you not to come visit me,” Kakashi 
said. 


It was a statement, but there seemed to be some question inside it 
that Iruka couldn't guess. 


“Yes?” he said. 
Kakashi was still staring at the strips of paper. 


“Could anyone have done this?” he asked. “Any seals master, | 
mean.” 


“Not without seeing the warding seals on the other side of the door,” 
lruka said. 


“But those are only a tiny portion of the warding around the whole 
compound, and you'd have to have studied them closely.” 


“| did that months ago,” Iruka said. “Not because | was planning to 
break into your house! But I’ve never seen clan wards before and | 
wanted to see how they worked. They're really cool actually, they...” 
He trailed off as Kakashi turned to him, the look on his face frank 
astonishment. 


Then Kakashi did something wholly unexpected. He laughed. It was 
real bright, delighted laughter, and Iruka could only stare at him, 


hoping this meant he wasn't about to be sent home in disgrace. 


“Why,” Kakashi said when his laughter had subsided, “are all of my 
friends so goddamned sneaky?” He said it fondly, as though the 
most endearing quality he could imagine in a friend was a penchant 
for breaking and entering. 


“You're not mad at me?” Iruka asked, in the same way he might 
probe at an aching tooth with his tongue. 


“| should be,” Kakashi said. “But honestly I’m too impressed to be 
mad.” He looked at the seals again and shook his head in disbelief. 
“Every time | think | know how smart you are, you pull something like 
this and | have to learn it all over again.” 


lruka’s shoulders sagged in relief, and something sparked in his 
chest, hot and bright. It was far from the first time Kakashi had 
praised him, but every time he did, the praise lifted him even higher, 
buoying him up towards greater achievements. He had always 
worked hard for his own sake, but the promise of Kakashi’s wonder — 
Kakashi’s awe — was a fuel that could power him beyond his own 
means. 


“Don't send me away again,” he said, amazed at his own bravado. 
“You've told me about the ghosts now; you don’t have to hide from 
me anymore.” 


The good humour faded out of Kakashi’s expression. 


“| didn’t send you away to keep it a secret,” he said. “I sent you away 
to keep you safe.” 


How little he understood Iruka’s mind. Knowing that Kakashi wanted 
to protect him only made Iruka more determined to stay by his side. 


“You can’t stay in that house by yourself,” he said. “What if 
something happened to you and no one was there to help? What if 
you have to keep calling in sick to ANBU? Someone else will come 


to check on you and then you'll have to explain it all to them. You 
might as well let me help now that | Know. | can protect you,” he 
added, and felt his cheeks burn at his own daring. 


Kakashi gave him a look that Iruka couldn't interpret, and then 
rubbed his sharingan eye as though it itched. 


“Someone else already came and managed to snake their way 
inside,” he admitted. “Not as cleverly as you, but somehow | suspect 
you'll be just as persistent as he was.” 


lruka felt a strange lick of jealousy that someone else had also 
forced their way into Kakashi’s home against his wishes. If he 
couldn't be the only one, he ought to at least have been the first. 
He'd waited too long — he obviously hadn’t been worried enough, 
and he could kick himself for being too slow off the mark. 


“Who?” he demanded. 


“Another friend,” was all Kakashi said, which was infuriating. Iruka 
needed to know exactly who'd had the gall to demote him to only the 
second-best hero Kakashi could rely on. But he also wasn't one to 
ignore a perfectly good argument when it worked in his favour. 


“You should let us both back in,” he said. “You don’t have to deal with 
this alone. This is why shinobi work in teams — it’s why people have 
friends — so that when things get bad, you have people you can 
count on to help you out.” 


He could see Kakashi’s resolve crumbling. It probably hadn’t been 
that firm after sleepless nights alone in the house with his ghosts. He 
had been waiting for someone to save him, even if he couldn’t admit 
it to himself. 


“Come back tomorrow afternoon,” Kakashi said. “Three o’clock. Are 
you free then?” 


lruka would make himself free even if he had to fake his own death 
to get him out of whatever commitments he was going to ditch. 


“Yeah, that’s fine. I'll be here. But what are you going to do tonight? 
Can't you go stay with someone?” He'd love to be able to invite 
Kakashi back to his flat, but there was barely enough room for 
himself and Mizuki. 


“I'll be fine here,” Kakashi said, although the tension had come back 
into his shoulders. 


“| could stay with you,” Iruka volunteered, although there was nothing 
he wanted less than to spend his night in a haunted house. 


“Absolutely not.” Kakashi’s tone brooked no argument. “I'll let you 
back in tomorrow, in the daylight, but not after dark. Now take these 
seals down. | can’t have a secret entrance into my compound. What 
if someone else had found it?” 


“No one can use it except me,” Iruka said. “Only a very skilled seals 
master might be able to tamper with it, but the chances of one of 
them skulking around back here is close to zero.” 


“It sounds like you’re asking me to let you keep them.” 


“It's sensible,” Iruka argued. “You don’t know what the ghosts want or 
what they can do — what if you got hurt or trapped and no one could 
get in to save you? | won't misuse it again, | swear. I'll only use it if 
you invite me in or if | think something bad has happened to you.” 


Kakashi cocked his head to the side, considering, which was more 
than Iruka had hoped for. 


“It’s like an emergency exit,” he added. “Except in this case it’s an 
emergency entrance. And | can make some messaging seals to let 
us talk,” he said, suddenly inspired. “You'll be able to send me an 
SOS if you need me and then | can come over and let myself in. | 


might not have time to make them before tomorrow but I'll bring them 
over the next time and show you how they work.” 


“Meaning | have to leave the seals up and invite you over again after 
tomorrow,” Kakashi said. “Can | take them down if | change my 
mind?” 


“Yes,” lruka admitted grudgingly. “They’ve got your chakra in them as 
well as mine. They won't hurt you if you interfere with them.” 


“And you’re sure nobody else can use the door?” 


“They have all the protection of your regular wards in them plus 
they're a compound system, so they should be even harder to break 
through than normal wards.” Iruka wasn’t entirely sure that was true, 
but it might be, and it sounded good. 


It was enough to persuade Kakashi, who still didn’t look entirely 
happy about the idea, but he sighed softly in defeat. 


“Fine,” he said. “I guess you're right. | doubt I'll need to call you for 
back-up — I'd really rather not have you involved at all — but it makes 
sense to have a last resort measure in place. Now go home, Iruka.” 


lruka wasn’t stupid enough to argue any further. He knew he’d only 
just won the battle over the door. But even though he knew he was 
picking his fights, it was still hard to watch Kakashi step back into the 
compound, bid him goodnight and close the door. 


lruka stood in the alleyway for a little while after and listened, not 
sure what he was waiting for. But all was quiet apart from the hoot of 
a lone owl somewhere close by. He didn’t even hear Kakashi walk 
away, and he wondered if Kakashi was still there too, standing still 
amongst the trees and watching the lights flick on and off in the 
empty house. 


Mizuki was still awake when Iruka got home. He hadn't gone straight 
back from Kakashi’s compound, instead making his way around to 
the front and climbing up to somebody’s roof on the other side of the 
road. From that high, he could see over Kakashi’s walls, and he sat 
a vigil over the house until his ass was numb and his yawns were 
jaw-crackingly wide. Even then, he’d been loath to leave Kakashi 
truly alone, but he had a seals tutorial in the morning and he’d 
promised to meet up with his genin team for lunch so he wouldn’t 
have time to nap if he stayed up all night. He didn’t want to be half- 
asleep by the time he came back tomorrow afternoon. Walking into 
the abode of ghosts wide awake was frightening enough. 


It was past midnight by the time he let himself back into the flat, 
expecting to have to tiptoe around, but the light was on in the lounge. 
When Iruka peeked around the doorframe, he found Mizuki sitting on 
the couch, wearing pyjamas and reading a volume of manga. 


“What are you doing up?” Iruka asked. 


After the darkness of Kakashi’s house, the lamplight was comforting. 
The curtains were drawn and the night kept at bay, although the 
window must have been open because he could hear someone’s 
music from outside. 


“It's too hot to sleep,” Mizuki said, closing his manga without 
bothering to mark his place. “Where the hell have you been?” 


It hadn't crossed Iruka’s mind once on his way home what he would 
tell Mizuki. It wasn't like either of them had a regular schedule or 
kept tabs on each other. They’d always been the independent types, 
although ‘always’ in this case referred to the period since their 
parents had died in the kyuubi attack and they’d moved in together. 
When Anko had lived here, they’d been even more lackadaisical 
towards each other’s schedules, although considering he and Mizuki 
had both missed the fact that Anko was helping her jounin-sensei 


engage in kidnap and murder, perhaps they were both due a little 
more interest in each other’s affairs. 


Even so, Iruka had absolutely no intention of bringing Mizuki into 
Kakashi’s business. Kakashi hadn't forbidden him from telling 
anyone else about the ghosts, but he hadn't needed to. Iruka knew 
without asking that this was a secret of the highest order, and in any 
case he had no desire to give Mizuki any excuse to sneer at Kakashi 
or to gossip about him. 


“| was practising some seals on the training fields,” he said. “Guess 
time got away from me.” 


Mizuki raised an eyebrow, but Iruka didn’t lower his gaze. Lying to 
Mizuki was easy; it was an art at which he was well practised. 
Unfortunately, seeing through Iruka’s lies was one of Mizuki's 
specialisms. 


“Bullshit,” Mizuki said. “Were you at Anko’s?” 
“No. Why, is she OK?” 


lruka had intended to go straight to bed, but he found himself 
crossing the threshold and sitting on the couch next to Mizuki. 
Outside, the music changed tracks to something slow and 
melancholy. 


“She’s as OK as she can be, given everyone and their grandmother 
thinks she’s a murdering psycho,” Mizuki said. He rested an arm on 
the back of the couch and gave Iruka a penetrating look. “Don't tell 
me you were moping down at the cemetery again.” 


“| don't mope,” Iruka said, scowling, and apparently that was enough 
to convince Mizuki that he was lying. 


“Sure you don’t,” he said. “You know you can mope just as well here. 
Any old weirdo could be hanging around there at this time of night.” 


It was lruka’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Did you stay up because you 
were worried about me?” 


Mizuki scoffed but he didn’t meet Iruka’s gaze, picking up the manga 
and flicking through the pages. “As if. You can take care of yourself.” 


lruka could take care of himself, it was true, but it was a comfort to 
know that somebody cared. Maybe that was why he broached the 
subject of ghosts. 


“Hey, Mizuki? You believe in all sorts of weird things, right?” 
The look Mizuki gave him was equal parts wary and haughty. 
“Define weird.” 

“Do you believe in ghosts?” 


There was a brief silence as Mizuki sized him up, lowering the 
manga back down to the couch. 


“Of course,” he said. “That was the whole point of Obon. If | didn’t 
believe, | wouldn't have bothered to get involved.” 


“Not those kinds of ghosts. The kind that stick around and haunt 
people.” 


“Same thing, different mood,” Mizuki said. “Everyone knows that 
vengeful spirits don’t play by the rules.” He cocked his head and 
gave lruka an assessing look. “This is about Anko, isn't it?” 


lruka was more than happy to let Mizuki believe he’d figured him out. 
“| was just wondering,” he said, neither confirming nor denying, “if 
you knew how to get rid of ghosts. How to banish them, or how to 
stop them getting into your house in the first place.” 


In the first year after the kyuubi attack, Mizuki had proven himself to 
be superstitious. It had been in vogue then to cover one’s face so 


that Death wouldn't recognise and reap his victims, and Mizuki had 
religiously worn a bandana over the lower half of his face. He’d 
stopped after Orochimaru had lured him into his lab and locked him 
in a cage, but his belief in the supernatural hadn’t been dented by 
that experience. If anything, he had taken to visiting the local shrine 
more often and carrying good luck charms with him wherever he 
went. If there was a way to exorcise Kakashi’s house then Mizuki 
was a good place to start his research. 


“Of course | know how to get rid of ghosts,” Mizuki said, as though 
lruka’s lack of ghost-hunting expertise was an embarrassing 
deficiency of character. 


“Enlighten me then.” 


“Well, the obvious way is to cast out bad spirits on the spring 
Setsubun festival. When you take the weapons that have drawn 
most blood over the past year and chuck them out through your front 
door so that any ghosts you brought home with them will take a hike. 
Being careful you don’t accidentally skewer some poor passer-by in 
the process, of course,” 


“Setsubun is in February,” Iruka said flatly. “Its August. Let’s assume 
| don't want to wait that long.” 


“There isn't any rule about trying it at other times of the year,” Mizuki 
said, shrugging. “I hear the civilians do it with soy beans if you want 
to be subtle about it.” 


“Soy beans? Why?” 
“Maybe ghosts are all allergic to soy. | don’t fucking know.” 


lruka tried to imagine how many weapons Kakashi would have to 
toss over his doorstep to dispel the bad spirits attached to them. 
How many did he kill in a year? How many in a month? Did he keep 
track of which kunai had spilt the most blood? Or since he was 
ANBU, perhaps he used his sword for most of his assassinations. 


lruka had never asked him about that part of his job and Kakashi had 
never offered the information. 


In any case, it didn't feel like the right solution. His ghosts weren't 
slaughtered enemies come back to seek revenge, which was what 
the Setsubun festival was designed to prevent. Throwing weapons 
around wouldn't banish his loved ones; it wasn't like Kakashi had 
killed them. 


“What else?” Iruka asked. 


“The other obvious thing to do is to buy a good luck charm,” Mizuki 
said. He picked up his keyring, which had been discarded on the 
coffee table, and dangled it in front of Iruka to show him the charm 
hanging beside his keys. It was a little red drawstring bag 
embroidered with the symbols for a simple barrier seal. Inside it 
would be a paper charm from the local shrine with the name of the 
shrine’s god written on it. 


“This one’s for protection,” Mizuki said, though Iruka already knew 
that barrier symbols were used for protective amulets. Personally, 
he’d always preferred to carry a working barrier seal, although the 
symbolic barriers were used as protection from different kinds of 
harm: bad luck, ill health, lost loves. They were barriers against fears 
rather than fists. 


“You think those can chase off ghosts?” Iruka asked, taking the keys 
from Mizuki so he could look more closely at the charm. 


“| don’t know if it would get rid of them, but it would stop them from 
hurting you,” Mizuki said. He kept a close eye on Iruka’s hands, as 
though he didn’t quite trust him not to break the charm. “If you left 
one in the house, maybe it would make the ghosts so uncomfortable 
that they'd fuck off. Does Anko know you’re planning an exorcism?” 


“No,” lruka said honestly. 


“Did she tell you she’s still haunted? | thought Obon was meant to 
help those kids move on.” 


“She hasn't said anything either way,” Iruka said carefully. 
Mizuki was frowning at him, and Iruka studiously avoided his gaze. 


“So she doesn't think she’s still haunted but you do. Is that what’s 
going on here?” 


“| don’t know if | believe in ghosts,” Iruka said, but it tasted like a lie. 
He'd tried to play devil's advocate to Kakashi but what other 
explanation was there for what they’d both experienced in his 
house? Whether it was ghosts or youkai or something else 
altogether, there was something stalking the halls of the Hatake 
compound. That he was sure of. 


Mizuki was still watching him closely. After a beat of silence, he said, 
“Go to the shrine tomorrow. Get yourself a charm and get one for 
Anko. God knows, you both need them even if she isn’t haunted.” 


He got up, and Iruka tossed his keys back to him. Mizuki caught 
them one-handed and slipped his finger through the metal ring, the 
keys clinking together as they dangled. 


“Why would we need them if there aren't any ghosts?” Iruka asked. 
Mizuki's gaze was heavy with pity. 


“It isn’t the dead you two need to worry about,” he said. “It’s the devil 
still left alive.” 


When three o’clock rolled around the next day, Iruka let himself into 
the Hatake compound through the back door. This was mostly to 


make sure Kakashi hadn't had a change of heart and ripped down 
his seals. He had convinced himself so thoroughly that the seals 
would be gone that his relief was a physical thing, hot and large in 
his chest, when he found them still plastered to the doorframe. Then 
he let himself in before he could wonder if maybe he should go 
round the front and knock at the gate instead. 


The compound by daylight was a different place than the domain of 
the dead he had visited last night. There was a blanket of clouds 
across the sky today, blessedly bringing down the temperature a few 
merciful degrees, but the lack of direct sunlight faded the shadows 
almost out of existence, and the house looked full of light. Iruka 
crossed the lawn and let himself in through the kitchen again, and it 
was so ordinary and familiar that the previous night felt like 
something he’d dreamt and already half-forgotten. 


Kakashi had clearly been in the kitchen very recently. The oven was 
on, spilling more heat into the muggy room, and the countertop was 
dusted with flour. There was a mixing bowl soaking in the sink, and 
the air was full of the syrupy scent of baking. Iruka crouched down in 
front of the oven, but the was no light inside and he couldn't see 
through the glass panel on the door. He didn’t dare open it for a 
peek, but instead rose and left the room to search for Kakashi. 


The hallway was just gloomy enough to bring back some of Iruka’s 
unease. A few of the doors were ajar to let in trickles of daylight, but 
lruka found himself turning to the lamp as if expecting it to flicker on. 
He realised a second later that there was no chance of that. The 
lightbulb lay on the table next to it, and the cable had been 
unplugged from the wall. He wondered which of these measures 
Kakashi had taken first, and why it had been inadequate by itself. 


There was a sound from the room at the end of the hallway. The 
same room Kakashi had burst out of last night. Iruka felt a cold 
sense of déja vu as he turned around and found the door ajar. It had 
been one of the few rooms Kakashi hadn't let him enter, and so he 
hesitated now as he considered what to do. The respectful thing 
would be to call out and let Kakashi come to him, but Iruka had 


never been good at respect and had always been ruled by his 
Curiosity. 


There was another sound — the quiet scrape of wood on wood — and 
lruka couldn’t help himself. He crossed the few paces of the hallway 
on light feet and pushed open the door. 


The room at the end of the hallway was large. The tatami had been 
removed from the wooden floor, and the window looked out through 
the side of the house, towards the dojo. One wall was lined with two 
wooden wardrobes, both closed. There were the shapes of other 
furniture, covered in dust sheets, but lruka barely glanced at them. In 
the centre of the room was a large, ornate mirror, taller than he was, 
and sitting before it on a stool was a girl. 


Her back was facing Iruka, and the angle was wrong for him to catch 
her face in the mirror. Long, pale blonde hair cascaded over the 
collar of her dress, which was dark red silk; it was the kind of dress 
that might turn back to rags after midnight when the champagne had 
run dry. Even Iruka, who knew nothing about dresses, knew that this 
girl, whoever she was, was wildly overdressed for a house call at 
three in the afternoon. 


As he stood there dumbly, staring, she shifted a little on the stool and 
he caught a glimpse of her hands. They were pressed together in 
front of her chest, in one of the signs of a jutsu — he couldn't quite tell 
which — but she didn’t seem to be casting one. He couldn’t feel any 
chakra, and her hands were frozen in the one sign while she gazed 
at herself in the mirror. 


He was so busy trying to work out what she was doing that he 
jumped when she spoke. 


“If you’re looking for Kakashi, he’s stress-baking in the kitchen,” she 
said. 


Her voice was half-distracted and dreamy, and not at all familiar. She 
didn’t turn to look at him, and if he couldn't see her face in the mirror 
then she couldn’t see him...right? Wasn't that how it worked? 


“He’s not there,” Iruka said, too thrown off balance to ask the 
question he really wanted an answer to. 


The girl hummed thoughtfully and then said, “Try the lounge. He 
might have moved on to stress-cleaning.” 


lruka loitered in the doorway, the question poised on the tip of his 
tongue: who are you? But then she tilted her head and Iruka finally 
caught a glimpse of one large, brown eye and half an upturned nose, 
and shit, she was pretty. So he did what any sensible teenage boy 
would have done when faced with a mysterious older girl and turned 
and marched hurriedly away. 


Kakashi was in the lounge, a duster in hand. He looked up from the 
bookcase, which was already spotlessly clean to Iruka’s eyes but 
this was not dissuading Kakashi’s efforts to remove even miniscule 
amounts of dust. Thankfully, he wasn’t also dressed in evening wear. 
In fact, he was dressed down in training clothes and there was a 
smudge of flour on the edge of his mask. 


“| see you let yourself in,” he said, though without any rancour. In any 
case, Iruka was much too distracted to feel any shame. 


“There's a girl in your house,” he hissed. 
“Oh, you saw her? She’s the other friend | mentioned.” 


Somehow, that made the existence of the other friend so much 
worse. 


“You never said she was a girl,” Iruka said. 
Kakashi’s face did something funny under the mask. 


“She didn’t introduce herself?” he said. And then, more to himself, 
“Oh, right, she’s still in there.” 


He put down the duster and headed past Iruka into the hallway. Iruka 
followed him back to the room where the girl still sat in front of the 
mirror. 


“Time’s up,” Kakashi said brusquely. 


The girl’s hands were still together in front of her, and her shoulders 
tensed. 


“Five more minutes,” she said. “Please, | think I’m onto something 
this time, | really do.” 


“Time’s up,” Kakashi said, more gently. “We agreed you'd stop when 
lruka got here.” 


The girl let out a frustrated sigh, but unthreaded her fingers. As she 
did, Kakashi picked up a dust sheet from the floor and threw it over 
the mirror. Only when she could no longer see her own reflection did 
the girl turn around to face them. 


She was around the same age as Kakashi, a little shorter than him 
and even prettier than Iruka had first thought. The dress was slightly 
too big for her, which made her look waiflike inside it, and she 
adjusted the skirt absentmindedly, smoothing it down. 


“What do you think about freckles?” she asked Kakashi, pointing to 
the scattering of them across her nose. 


“No comment.” 


The girl turned back to the mirror before she remembered it had 
been covered. Her finger was still on her face, touching the freckled 
skin as though she could feel out each sandy mark by touch. 


“| can't get them in the right places,” she said, “but | think freckles 
feel right. | just need to play around with them, but it takes so much 
time. | have to do them one by one, and they —” 


Kakashi took her wrist and gently removed her hand from her face. 
“Later,” he said. “How do you want to introduce yourself to Iruka?” 


lruka had hung back in the doorway and watched this whole strange 
exchange, which he couldn't make heads or tails of. All he Knew for 
sure was that he didn’t like the casual way Kakashi touched this 
strange, pretty girl who was apparently allowed into the forbidden 
rooms of Kakashi’s house. 


And then she turned her gaze on him, and despite everything he felt 
himself blush. Hormones were the worst. 


“The same way | introduced myself to him last time, | guess,” she 
said, and glanced at Kakashi as if for approval. 


“Wait, what?” Iruka asked. “We haven’t met before.” 


“You sound very certain,” the girl said, and there was a smile in her 
voice as though she knew something Iruka didn't. It was both 
intensely irritating and horrendously attractive. 


“I'd remember you,” lruka insisted, and the smile made it across her 
whole face, as though the upset of a minute ago had never been 
there. 

“Because you've fallen in love at first sight?” 


lruka made a strangled sound, and Kakashi elbowed the girl in the 
arm. 


“Stop teasing him. Iruka, this is Snail.” 


lruka opened his mouth and then shut it. The girl was watching his 
reaction, grinning, but Kakashi looked entirely serious. 


“Snail as in the ANBU,” Iruka said. 
“Right,” Kakashi agreed. 

“The male ANBU.” 

“That’s the one.” 


lruka flung up his hands and Snail — if it really was him (her?) — 
laughed outright at his expression. 


“You remember you asked why | needed such good chakra control?” 
she said. “It’s because | specialise in henges.” 


Ah. That explained it. Iruka didn’t know much about henges — he 
could do the simple illusion henges, but the real kind, that physically 
changed the body, weren't something he'd ever tried his hand at — 
but he understood now why she'd been in front of the mirror and 
what she’d meant about the freckles. She’d been changing her face 


in the mirror, and using so little chakra to do it that he hadn't even felt 
it. 


“So this is a henge,” lruka said, pointing at her. “That’s why you’re 
showing me your face.” 


“Exactly,” she said. “ANBU armour is so annoying. | don't like to wear 
it around the house, especially when | can wear something this 
gorgeous instead.” She lifted the skirts of her dress and then let 
them flutter back down. She looked far more delighted about it than 
any guy had a right to be, and Iruka felt another pinprick of doubt. 


“Are you really a guy?” he asked. “Is your ANBU body your real 
one?” 


The smile fell off her face and she half-turned back to the mirror 
again, and Kakashi took her by the arm and steered her towards the 
door. 


“The muffins should be ready in a minute,” he said. “Snail’s gender is 
not what | asked you two here to discuss. Come help me make some 
tea and then we can talk about the ghosts.” 


That was sobering enough that Kakashi managed to chivvy them all 
the way back to the kitchen before Iruka realised he'd just witnessed 
another distraction technique like the sort Snail had used on Mizuki 
the night of the floating lanterns. These two were close enough to 
cover for each other’s secrets, and that made Iruka feel 
uncomfortably like a third wheel. If he hadn't broken in last night 
would Snail still be here today, alone with Kakashi, taking care of him 
while Iruka was banished from the compound? 


He didn’t have time to dwell on it. Kakashi set him to making tea, and 
then opened the oven and pulled out a tray of muffins in blue paper 
cases, their golden tops studded with half-buried raspberries like 
sunken jewels. Kakashi let them cool on a rack while the kettle 
whistled and then poured steaming water over the loose green tea 
leaves in the pot. Snail’s contribution was to stand out of the way 


and do something complicated with her hair and a chopstick so that 
most of her blonde tresses stayed piled on top of her head. Iruka 
tried very hard not to look at her face, which was flushed a rose pink 
from the heat. If he looked, he wasn’t entirely sure he would be able 
to look away, and he had very mixed feelings about that. 


When the tea was brewed and the muffins were still hot but not 
enough to burn, they moved through into the lounge. Kakashi laid 
out the teacups around the coffee table and put a delicate china 
plate of muffins in the centre. It was a bizarre gathering under bizarre 
circumstances: to sit in a haunted house for afternoon tea with a 
woman in a blood-coloured ballgown and one of the upcoming 
heroes of Konoha. Iruka poured them each a cup of tea and 
wondered if soon he would wake up and find it had all been a long 
and very strange dream. 


“Have you ever seen the ghosts during the day?” Snail asked as she 
reached for a muffin. “Are they likely to hear us talking about them 
and knock over our teacups or something?” 


“Nothing’s happened in daylight so far,” Kakashi said. “But that 
doesn’t mean it won't. If anything happens — anything at all — I’m 
taking you both outside.” 


“And then you'd kick us out again and we'd have to find even more 
ingenious ways to get back in,” Snail said. 


“How did you get back in anyway?” lIruka asked. 

“Emotional blackmail,” Snail said airily. She took a small bite of the 
muffin and made an appreciative sound. “These are great! Why don't 
you ever bring cakes to the office?” 


“’m not a huge fan of sweet things,” Kakashi muttered. “Besides, 
you eat badly enough without my help.” 


“Hey, not all of us can cook! That’s why restaurants exist.” Snail took 
another mouthful and then said, “Maybe you should leave one of 


these as an offering.” 


“ve already left every offering | can think of. If the ghosts were going 
to be appeased so easily, | think they’d already have gone.” 


“What else have you tried?” Iruka asked. He picked up a muffin, 
unable to resist any longer, and took a bite. It was soft and light with 
a crust of caramelised sugar across the top. A raspberry burst 
between his teeth, tart and juicy. 


“All the usual things,” Kakashi said. He ticked them off on his fingers. 
“I’ve been to the shrine to pray for them, I’ve burnt incense, I’ve put 
up paper charms. | even went out to the river and floated some 
lanterns, just in case, but | guess it was too late to do that properly.” 


“You could ask the priest to come here,” Snail said, but Kakashi 
shook his head before she’d even finished speaking. 


“| don’t want this getting any further than the three of us,” he said 
tightly. “This village is quick to gossip. | don’t want anyone butting 
their noses in or thinking I’ve lost the plot.” 


Snail nodded. “I get that,” she said, and didn’t push the point any 
further. 


“Have you seen the ghosts here too?” Iruka asked her. 


She shook her head. “No, and | hope | never do! That’s way too 
creepy for me. But | believe Kakashi if he says they’re here.” 


That blind faith was kind of annoying, mostly because it made Iruka 
feel bad for his initial scepticism. 


“You’re that scared of ghosts?” he asked, and it came out more 
scornful than it might have otherwise. “You’ve never even met one.” 


He didn’t expect the grim look that passed over her face. She picked 
at the muffin, crumbling a piece between her fingers into the paper 
case. 


“Kakashi isn't the only person who's ever been haunted,” she said. 
That got Iruka’s attention. 
“You had a ghost too?” he asked. “What did you do to get rid of it?” 


Snail crumbled another piece of muffin and then put the whole thing 
down on the table away from her hands to stop herself from 
destroying it. 


“Nothing we could use here,” she said. “I was on a mission. | finished 
the mission and moved on, and so did the ghost.” 


Kakashi hadn't looked surprised at all by this story. Iruka was willing 
to bet that he’d heard a far more detailed version. He wasn’t sure 
how annoyed he should feel about being left out of the loop — if it 
was an ANBU mission then he couldn’t blame Snail for not telling 
him. She wouldn't be allowed. Even so, it was quickly getting old 
being the only non-ANBU in the room and knowing that Kakashi and 
Snail shared secrets he would never be privy to. 


He dearly wished that Mizuki had given him something more useful 
to work with than a spring festival tradition and good luck charms. He 
would still buy the latter, but if Kakashi had already used paper 
charms from the shrine then Iruka couldn’t imagine any other charm 
would have much effect. He tried his best to dredge from his memory 
any other tidbits of superstition he’d gathered over the years. 


“Ghosts stick around because of unfinished business, right?” he 
said. “Something they’ve left undone or some regret that’s stopping 
them from resting. So if we just figure out why your ghosts are here, 
maybe we can do whatever they need to help them.” 


“That is the classic way to put a ghost to rest,” Snail agreed. “Do you 
have any idea who’s haunting you, Kakashi?” 


Kakashi was staring down into his teacup, from which he hadn't 
taken a single sip. He hadn’t touched the muffins either. 


“| don’t even know how many there are,” he said. “Maybe just one, 
maybe all five people | called back for Obon. But | think...” He broke 
off for a couple of seconds, as though he didn’t want to voice his 
thoughts and had to build the mental fortitude. “I think | know who 
one of them is.” 


lruka had also been thinking about who could be haunting the 
Hatake compound. Out of all Kakashi’s dead, he thought he knew 
who was the most likely to come back to this house and not want to 
leave. Despite everything, he couldn’t help a flicker of eagerness as 
he considered the thought that even now he might be in the spiritual 
presence of one of the greatest heroes of Konoha, who had died in 
disgrace in this very house by his own hand. 


Kakashi lifted his head and stared past them both, straight at the 
wall, as if the past were an invisible tapestry laid out before him. 


“| think my mother is here,” he said. 
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“Your mother?” Iruka couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice. “But | 
thought — didn’t your mother die when you were too small to 
remember her?” 


“She did,” Kakashi said. He was still avoiding eye contact, and his 
hands were twisted together in his lap. “But | inherited my lightning 
affinity from her.” 


For some reason that surprised Iruka too. Come to think of it, he’d 
never heard any stories about Sakumo using lightning — he was 
most famous for the weapon he’d used rather than any jutsu — but 
he’d always assumed that Sakumo had a lightning affinity too. 


“Your dad didn’t have lightning?” he asked, and Kakashi shook his 
head. 


“He was fire,” he said. “But electricity fits. The lights going on and off, 
the static in the air. You felt it too, didn’t you? Last night?” 


“Yeah, | felt it,” Iruka said. “But why would your mum be here? Why 
now, | mean. It’s been so long since she died.” 


Snail was the one who spoke up. “That might be my fault.” 
“It’s not your fault,” Kakashi said immediately. 


“I’m the one spending time in her bedroom and wearing her clothes,” 
Snail said, plucking at her dress. “Maybe she doesn’t approve of 


” 


me. 


lruka opened his mouth to say something but Kakashi shot him a 
warning look and he shut it again. 


“Those dresses are too nice to be shut away in a wardrobe,” Kakashi 
said. “My dad always said my mum was very kind. | think she’d 
prefer someone to get some use out of her clothes. She’s not mad at 
you.” 


“Are you sure?” Snail asked. “I could take off the dress and wear... 
boy clothes.” She sounded so sad at the thought that Iruka decided 
she must be a girl. Although he couldn't understand why she chose 
to be male for her ANBU work if she didn’t want to be a boy. 


“You don’t have to do that,” Kakashi said firmly. “I said you could 
wear them and no ghost is going to change my mind.” 


There was no bolt of lightning or angry shriek. If the ghost was there, 
listening, it didn’t seem inclined to argue. Iruka had actually glanced 
up in anticipation, and he hadn't been the only one to half-expect a 
reaction. Both Snail and Kakashi relaxed a second later. 


“Thanks, Kakashi,” Snail said quietly. 


lruka still didn’t understand why Snail spent time in Kakashi’s house, 
working on henges and wearing Kakashi’s dead mother’s clothes, 
but he decided not to ask until he’d picked up a few more clues. He 
suspected he might otherwise say something stupid and put his foot 
in his mouth. 


“If it’s not about the dresses then why do you think your mum is 
haunting you?” he asked. 


Kakashi hunched over, leaning his elbows on his knees. “It could be 
a lot of things. Maybe she’s sad she didn’t get to see me grow up. Or 
that | grew up without any parents. Maybe she wants to be here for 
me.” That last sentence trailed off into a wistful murmur. 


lruka understood that so much it hurt. 


“Are you sure you want to help her move on?” he asked. “You could 
always...let her stay.” 


Kakashi closed his eye. He slowly shook his head. 


“Even if she wasn't trying to scare anyone, she could have 
accidentally hurt you last night,” he said. “Electricity is no joke. It’s 
too dangerous to let her stay.” 


“So what do you want to do?” lIruka asked gently. 


Kakashi drew in a slow breath and let it out. He didn’t want his 
mother to leave. Ilruka knew it by every line in his body, by that 
familiar pinched expression of pain. It was not the first time he had 
seen himself in Kakashi, but it was the most acutely he’d felt the 
sameness of their orphaning. 


“| need to find a way to talk to her,” Kakashi said. “To convince her 
I’m fine on my own.” 


“You're not on your own,” Snail corrected him. “You have us.” 


lruka wished he’d thought to say that first, but Kakashi’s look — first 
of surprise and then gratitude — took them both in. 


“Yeah,” Kakashi said, looking down at his cooling cup of tea. “I'll tell 
her that. | just need to think of a way to communicate where she can 
talk back. We've never had a conversation. | think it would be...nice.” 
“We could try tonight,” Iruka offered. 


“I’m working tonight,” Kakashi said. “| need some time to think 
anyway. But maybe tomorrow night?” 


“| have the night shift then,” Snail said, looking half regretful and half 
relieved. 


“I'll come,” Iruka said. The idea of coming back to the Hatake 
compound in the dark was not a pleasant one, but he would do it for 


Kakashi. There were very few fears he wouldn't face for Kakashi. 


“Thanks,” Kakashi said. “If | come up with some idea then I'll let you 
know. You said you were going to make some messaging seals — do 
you think you'll be able to give me one of those before then?” 


“| can make them tonight,” Iruka said instantly. He glanced at Snail. 
“Do you want me to make three?” He wasn’t super enthusiastic 
about including her, but he couldn’t exactly refuse. And it looked 
better if he was the one to suggest it. 


“Please,” Kakashi said. 
Snail tossed him a smile and picked at the sad remains of her muffin. 


“| guess this makes us a team of ghost hunters,” she said. “I bet you 
never thought you'd be picking that up as a hobby.” 


She was right in a way. A few days ago, Iruka would never have 
thought he’d be facing down the supernatural once again. The last 
time, when he'd tried to pick a fight with Death himself, it had turned 
out to be a monster of a more human stripe, yet he still felt as though 
he had lived through a legend. He had walked through the Land of 
the Dead and returned unscathed. It didn’t seem so strange now that 
the dead had walked into the Land of the Living. He was becoming 
familiar with the door between worlds, and the ease with which 
people passed through. It felt right that he had a role to play in this 
story. The trials of the dead were his domain, or so said the whispers 
that passed from mouth to ear across the length of the village, 
blurring truth and myth a little more each time. 


Chasing ghosts was becoming a habit. Maybe one he should break, 
but not just yet. 


Not while Kakashi needed him. 


lruka visited the local shrine straight after leaving Kakashi’s house. 
He took too long choosing good luck charms and was almost late to 
Anko’s flat, where he and Mizuki had agreed to meet her for dinner. 
He wished he could tell Anko about Kakashi’s ghosts, but he had no 
intention of breaking his vow of silence — and even if he’d had 
Kakashi's blessing, he knew better than to mention it within earshot 
of Mizuki. But Anko would have understood. She hadn’t mentioned 
her own ghosts since the lantern floating ceremony and Iruka hadn't 
brought them up, afraid he might inspire her to try and make a 
second pilgrimage up the mountain. He wanted to keep her mind off 
the lab as much as possible. 


Thankfully, he had a ready-made distraction. He’d picked up his 
seals kit on the way over, and was barely through the door before he 
commandeered a section of the floor to spread out his chakra paper 
and inks. He opened his textbook to one of the many bookmarked 
pages and cracked the spine before laying it open before him. Anko 
hovered beside him, watching, while Mizuki complained loudly from 
the kitchen that he was always the one saddled with the cooking. 
They both ignored him. 


“Do you ever stop fiddling with seals?” Anko asked. “What do these 
ones do?” 


“They're messaging seals,” Iruka said, dipping his brush into the ink. 
“I’m making some so | can speak to Kakashi.” 


“Oh? Did you break into his house after all?” 


“Yeah.” lruka started drawing seals across the top of the chakra 
paper so he’d have an excuse not to make eye contact. He didn’t like 
lying to Anko so he tried to stick to the truth as much as possible. “I 
heard he was sick so | went to check on him. He asked me not to 
use the door so | came up with an alternative.” 


“Still doesn’t want you dropping by, huh? Did you find out what was 
up with that?” 


“Not yet.” 


He expected Anko to pry more, but she was watching his brush 
move over the paper. 


“Those don't look like your usual seals,” she said. “Do the symbols 
have to be so tiny?” 


lruka’s seal so far was a thin line of very small symbols that ran 
along the top and down one side of the chakra paper. He started on 
the other side as he explained. 


“The symbols have to be a border around the outside so you can 
write your message in the middle,” he said. “Then whatever you've 
written turns up on the other person’s seal.” 


Anko frowned. “So you write something on this piece,” — she pointed 
at Iruka’s seal — “and the same message appears on this one?” She 
pointed at one of the other pieces of chakra paper, still blank for now. 


“Yeah, once I’ve connected them.” 
“Is this another of your...compound system things?” 


lruka beamed at her. “Yes! That’s what links them together — I'll put 
my chakra into them both and then Kakashi will put his chakra into 
them both as well, and that'll mean only we can use them. You have 
to activate them to send a message or to read one, so no one else 
can pretend to be you or read your messages. Asuka-sensei said 
they were developed for spies.” 


“Aren't they one-time use though?” Anko asked. “If you write on 
them, and then the message appears on the other seal as well, how 
are they supposed to reply? Or what if you want to send another 
message?” 


lruka pointed to some of the symbols he was inking. “These ones 
here delete the message once it’s been sent. And I’m going to add 
some more that delete the message once you've read it.” 


“How would it know you’ve read it?” Anko asked. 


She was sitting very close to Iruka’s side now, peering over his 
shoulder as he finished off his border of symbols around the edge of 
the paper. Iruka rested his brush on its stand as he waited for the ink 
to dry. 


“I'll show you when I’ve done a couple,” he said. “Hold on, it won't 
take long.” 


Anko waited patiently while Iruka worked on the second seal. Once 
the ink was dry on the first one, he let her pick it up and turn it over 
slowly in her hands. He was gratified by her interest, although he 
wished he’d had the foresight to do this earlier at Kakashi’s house. 
He imagined Kakashi watching him with rapt attention, asking 
questions and telling Iruka how cool he was. The fantasy was so 
compelling that he almost made a mistake, and he had to banish all 
thoughts of Kakashi as best he could so he could finish up without 
ruining his work. 


“Now I’ve got to put my chakra into both,” he said, reaching out to 
touch both seals and pushing a little chakra into the paper. 


“Will it work with just your chakra?” Anko asked. She still had the first 
seal in her hands, holding it upside down, although Iruka didn’t 
bother to point this out. 


“Yeah, it just means no one else will be able to use them yet. Watch.” 
He inked the word hello in the middle of his seal. 


“To send it, you just push some chakra in here.” He touched the line 
of symbols along the top of the paper. 


Anko had been turning her seal over in her hands, but she suddenly 
stilled and her eyes widened. 


“It got hot!” she said, looking up at him nervously. “Is that meant to 
happen?” 


“That’s how you know you've got a message waiting,” Iruka said. “It’s 
meant to be sneaky, remember, so we can’t use sound or light as an 

alert. If you were on your secret spy mission, it wouldn’t look so great 
if your pocket dinged unexpectedly. Heat is subtle.” 


“It’s still blank though. How do you make it show up?” 


lruka reached out and pressed a finger against the relevant symbols 
on Anko’s seal. His own handwriting appeared in the centre, upside 
down: o1ley. Anko stared at it for a moment before slowly turning the 
paper right way up. She looked over at Iruka’s seal, which was blank 
again now the message was sent. 


“Does it stay visible until you delete it?” she asked, watching 
Kakashi’s seal as though expecting the word to vanish at any 
moment. 


“Yeah, though you can set it to time out if you need to, but | didn't 
want to make it any more complicated. To delete it, you just press 
the symbols at the bottom.” Iruka reached over and deleted the 
message. “Then, if you had access, you could write me a reply.” 


Anko turned the paper over a few more times, staring hard at the 
seals as though she might understand them if only she paid enough 
attention. 


“Could you make some of these for us?” she asked. “So | could talk 
to you and Mizuki even when you're not here.” 


Oh. That explained her sudden interest. Iruka immediately felt bad 
that the idea hadn’t occurred to him. Of course Anko would feel 
lonely, living on her own for the first time in her life. In the past, she’d 


seen lIruka and Mizuki every day, whereas now she couldn't even 
visit them without it being recorded in some ANBU log. Iruka 
wondered if they’d bugged her flat. Maybe it was a good thing that 
Snail and Kakashi were the ones assigned to watch her, although 
they couldn't be the only ones. Iruka made a mental note to be 
careful what he said out loud in the flat from now on. 


“Sure,” he said. “I brought some extra chakra paper; | can do it now.” 


Anko nodded solemnly. She didn't seem keen to give up the seal she 
was already holding, as though Iruka might go back on his word, so 
lruka let her stare at it until he’d drawn up four more, including one 
for Snail. Anko didn’t even notice the extra seal, and Iruka stashed it 
away between the pages of his textbook before she could. 


“Now you can chat to us whenever you want,” he said, “and ANBU 
will never know.” 


“Thanks, lruka. This is exactly what | needed.” She gave him a small 
smile as he handed her one of the seals. 


“If you ever need anything else, just let me know,” Iruka said. “Not 
just seals. | do in fact have other talents, you know.” 


“Oh yeah? Like what?” 

Mizuki stuck his head around the door. “Like skiving off all the 
chores, that’s what. One of you two is doing the dishes tonight, or so 
help me, I'll never cook for you again.” 

lruka turned to Anko. “You want to get take-out tomorrow?” 


“Sounds good.” 


Mizuki threw his apron at them. 


lruka returned to the Hatake compound the following day at dusk. He 
knocked at the front gate this time, and it felt almost normal when 
Kakashi let him in, as though nothing strange had happened since 
the last time he’d come over to practice setting traps. 


The sky was cloudy this evening, leaching the colours from the 
grounds. The grass was less green, the flowers less vibrant, 
although the rain hadn't yet broken through and everything was still 
tinder dry. A breeze had picked up, and a wind chime jangled 
mournfully. 


“| brought you something,” Iruka said once Kakashi had shown him 
inside. 


He handed Kakashi the good luck charm he had bought at the 
shrine: a small blue cloth bag embroidered with the kanji for 
protection in silver thread. Inside the bag was the charm itself: a 
prayer written on thick paper. The shrine sold charms with all sorts of 
properties: those for good luck, for health, for avoiding evil. Iruka had 
deliberated that one before deciding it would be an insult to 
Kakashi’s dead to call them evil spirits. Instead he had decided a 
general protection charm was the most appropriate. 


He had bought himself a matching charm, which stayed firmly inside 
his pocket so Kakashi wouldn't see. Buying them a matching set felt 
embarrassing somehow, like kids who made each other friendship 
bracelets, or teenage couples who bought identical keychains. 


“Thanks.” Kakashi took the charm, examined it briefly, and then 
stored it carefully in his own pocket. lruka felt a childish little thrill. 


“| made those messaging seals as well.” 


He passed the three seals over, letting Kakashi infuse them all with 
his chakra and keep two so he could pass the final one on to Snail. 
By the time he'd taught Kakashi how to use them, the house was 


getting gloomy as the sun set outside. It felt once again like a 
different land entirely: not the bright house of the tea party, full of 
voices and the scents of fresh baking, but not the suffocating terror 
of the night-time house either. The house at dusk was a liminal 
space, though one that slipped inexorably deeper into shadow. 


“Did you think of a way to talk to your mum?” Iruka asked, keeping 
his voice low as though they might be overheard. 


“| think so,” Kakashi said. “I don’t know if it'll work, but it’s worth a 
try.” 


He gestured for Iruka to follow him, and led him into the room next 
door to the one Snail had been using for her henges yesterday. The 
room was dim, but Kakashi didn’t turn on the overhead light, and 
lruka didn’t dare flip the switch. After his last experience, he was 
leery of using electricity here after dark. 


This room was in a state of disuse, the furniture covered in dust 
sheets so that Iruka couldn’t make out what sort of room it had once 
been. It was mostly an empty space ringed with indistinct white 
shapes. In the centre of the floor was a small shrine, much like the 
one that still sat on the veranda, except this one held no offerings, 
candles or incense. The only objects on the low wooden table were 
Kakashi’s memento mori: the obi, the greetings card, the sword and 
the box. 


“These objects have power,” Kakashi said, although he didn't need 
to. lruka already knew. The air in here was different: hushed and 
heavy with presence, like a graveyard or a shrine. “Il used the obi to 
summon her so | think we need to use it to send her away.” 


“What are we going to do with it?” Iruka asked. He had stayed close 
to the doorway, though Kakashi had crossed the space and knelt 
before the shrine as though in prayer. 


“Snail offered to wear it,” Kakashi said. “That would probably have 
worked, but | didn’t want to put her in danger. Besides, | didn’t want 


to wait for our shifts to line up. | thought about wearing it myself but 
I’m not sure that feels right.” He picked up the obi, running the white 
cotton through his hands. “She wore this on her wedding day. Her 
wedding kimono is still in the other room. | think we should bring the 
whole outfit back together. There must be a lot of strong emotions for 
her connected to that day; she won't be able to ignore it.” 


“And then what?” Iruka asked, still stuck on the idea of one of them 
wearing it. He couldn't bring himself to volunteer. Wearing a dead 
woman’s clothes felt more than invasive; he didn’t know how Snail 
could do it so casually, although maybe it felt different in daylight. 


Kakashi hummed thoughtfully. “Il had an idea but I’m not sure...” He 
trailed off, then stood up, obi in hand. “Let me go try something. Wait 
here.” 


Before Iruka could think how to protest, Kakashi had slipped back 
into the hallway and left him alone. Iruka stood very still by the door, 
listening to Kakashi open the wardrobe in the other room, then close 
it again and pad quietly down the hallway, leaving Iruka totally alone 
in this empty part of the house. 


The three remaining objects on the shrine felt no less portentous 
with their number reduced by one. Iruka found his gaze caught on 
the edge of the blade that had ended Sakumo’s life. It seemed 
unreal that he could be sharing space with Sakumo’s actual sword, 
as though Kakashi had conjured it out of a storybook. He had known 
how Sakumo died, but never before had he considered the sword as 
a material object that might still exist. Why Kakashi had kept it for all 
these years was a mystery he didn't dare dwell on. Kakashi never 
spoke about his father unless someone else brought up the subject. 
When they'd first become friends, Iruka had asked about Sakumo 
several times, and Kakashi had never asked him not to. There had 
always been a change in him though. Iruka had felt as though he 
were skirting the edge of some dark pit, although he’d never been 
sure if Kakashi had led him there or if Iruka was the one taking 
Kakashi’s hand and tugging him towards the drop. 


In the end, he had stopped bringing it up, though he longed for the 
day when Kakashi would come to him of his own free will and tell 
him what lurked at the bottom of the pit. Together, they could slowly 
climb down. 


Drawn by the dull silver of the blade, Iruka finally unstuck himself 
and crossed over to the shrine. Like Kakashi, he knelt before it, then 
glanced back over his shoulder to check the doorway was empty. It 
was. He touched the hilt of the sword, breathless, his fingers where 
Sakumo’s had once rested. It wasn’t the suicide he thought of now, 
but the battles that must have come before. The violence, the glory, 
the countless victories. Iruka wished they could have met. He 
thought of Kakashi bringing him home, introducing him to his 
legendary father. He wondered what Sakumo would have thought of 
him. 


The edge of the blade was dull now. Iruka pressed his thumb against 
it, tentatively at first, and then harder and still felt no pain. Kakashi 
hadn't sharpened it in years, probably not since its final, fatal use. 
lruka couldn't blame him. He drew his thumb away, checked for 
blood, and found only a slight indent in the skin. 


His eyes next fell on the wooden box. If he were a normal genin he 
would probably have been more impressed with the greetings card, 
signed with Minato’s own hand. Even if Kakashi hadn’t been a 
shinobi genius in his own right, he’d have been awe-inspiring purely 
from the company he’d kept. With the White Fang for his father and 
the Fourth Hokage for his teacher, he’d grown up surrounded by 
heroes. Iruka might have been jealous if they hadn't all died. 


But the box held a fascination for Iruka because of the seals carved 
into its surface. He hadn't got a good look at them last time, but now 
there was enough light left for him to pick up the box and examine 
the symbols. They were carved on all six sides of the box, and Iruka 
could feel Kakashi’s chakra inside them. They weren’t decorative; 
they were doing their own mysterious work. This was the object that 
Kakashi had used to honour his female teammate. Rin? Had that 


been her name? Iruka ought to know, but Kakashi never spoke about 
his genin team. 


The seals on the box were complex, but after some careful study, 
lruka recognised the main one. It was a variation of the preservation 
seal used most often to transport food on missions, keeping it fresh 
for days or weeks. Iruka frowned, wondering if he dared shake the 
box, and then decided against it. For all he knew, there could be 
something fragile inside. He didn’t dare try to open it. There were 
warding seals around the lock, and he didn’t want to lose a finger. 
Still, his curiosity was piqued. Had Rin owned the box, or whatever 
Kakashi kept inside? Had she been a seals master too? Or had 
Kakashi had this custom made to keep something of hers intact that 
would otherwise have broken or decayed? He tried to memorise the 
lines of the seal so he could look up the symbols properly later, 
holding it close to his face and squinting against the dying light. 


A hand grabbed the box so suddenly that Iruka almost dropped it. He 
jerked back, letting out a small noise of shock, and his back hit solid 
flesh. 


“Don’t. Touch. That,” Kakashi said very close to his ear. 


lruka slowly uncurled his hands from the box, and Kakashi placed it 
back down on the shrine with a quiet clunk. He was still far too close, 
and lIruka didn’t move. Even the rise and fall of his chest when he 
breathed felt like too much. 


“I’m sorry,” he whispered. 


He felt Kakashi’s gaze slide up from the box back to him. There was 
heat to it, like the sting of a knife point dragging through flesh. He 
couldn't have turned his head to face it unless Kakashi had gripped 
his chin and moved him like a doll. 


And then the moment passed. Kakashi moved back, and the tension 
filtered out through the space between them. 


“Come on,” Kakashi said, taking Iruka’s arm and raising him to his 
feet. “I’ve set something up outside.” 


He led Iruka out of the house through the kitchen and then led him 
around to the front. Iruka was still too tongue-tied to ask why they 
hadn't just used the front door, but once they were standing on the 
front lawn, he understood. 


The front door was open and the wedding kimono hung in the 
shadowed doorway. In the dim light, Iruka couldn't tell how Kakashi 
had attached it there. It was a simple white kimono without 
decoration, and the obi had been laid across the doorstep beneath it. 
The lights in the two front rooms on either side were switched on, 
gleaming through the windows. 


“Since she can switch the lights on and off, | thought I’d give her a 
simple system to use,” Kakashi said. His voice was tight and the air 
was thick with tension. “Two lights: one for yes and one for no.” 


They were standing a good fifteen feet from the front door, but Iruka 
would have happily backed up all the way to the compound gate. 
The wards had soundproofing features built in; no matter what 
happened, no one would hear anything from the street. Great for 
privacy, terrible if you screamed for help. 


“How do we get her to talk to us?” Iruka asked. His voice came out 
as a whisper. 


“Invite her to, | guess,” Kakashi said. “I'll try talking to her. You don’t 
have to do anything. Just...stay here.” 


There was an unspoken fear in those words. Kakashi didn’t want to 
be alone with his ghosts. He had tried and it had left him sleepless 

and manic, so mentally and physically exhausted he had called out 
sick from work. A thousand screaming spirits would not have been 

enough to make Iruka leave his side. 


“Don’t people usually have to hold hands when they call up a ghost?” 
lruka asked, amazed at his own daring. He held his hand out to 
Kakashi, willing his fingers not to shake, and Kakashi barely 
hesitated before he took it. 


Kakashi’s palm was clammy, and his grip was tight. It wasn’t the first 
time lIruka had felt the brush of those calloused fingers against his 
skin, but something about this moment — perhaps the adrenaline, 
perhaps the startling conviction that Kakashi needed him — made 
him breathless. It was like they’d never touched before, and the 
touch was electric. 


It wasn’t the only electricity in the air. Kakashi took a half step 
forwards, and Iruka’s attention widened out from their joined hands 
enough to notice his t-shirt was clinging to his skin. The static was 
weak, but it was there. Something was happening. Someone was 
here. 


“Hatake Kimiko,” Kakashi said loudly, and then, more uncertainly, 
“Mother.” It was formal and stiff, like he wasn’t sure how to address 
her. Had she died before he had learnt to speak? Iruka didn’t like to 
think that this was the first time Kakashi had spoken to her directly. 
“Are you there?” Kakashi asked. “I want to talk to you.” 


There was a flicker in the lights, so subtle that Iruka wasn’t certain it 
had been real. 


“Did you see that?” he asked Kakashi under his breath. 
Kakashi nodded. He hadn’t taken his gaze off the house. 


“Tell me who you are,” he said loudly. “If you’re the ghost of my 
mother, turn off the lights.” 


The static in the air was getting thick, despite their distance from the 
house. For a moment, nothing happened beyond the prickling of 
electricity up and down Iruka’s arms and legs, growing more 


uncomfortable. Kakashi was staring at the house as though he could 
make the lights dim through sheer force of will. 


And then the lights went out. 


lruka drew in a sharp breath. Any last vestiges of doubt fell away; the 
dead truly walked in Kakashi’s house. 


Beside him, Kakashi’s hair was standing up straight and he was 
breathing in short, sharp bursts. He was gripping Iruka’s hand so 
hard it hurt. 


“Why are you here?” he asked, and then cursed under his breath as 
he remembered the limitations on his questions. “I mean...you can 
talk to me by switching on the light on the left for yes and the one on 
the right for no. Can you do that?” 


There was a long silence, so long that Iruka thought the ghost had 
gone or didn’t understand, but then the window on the left flickered. 
It was only a small flash of light, there for less than a second, but 
undeniable. 


“OK,” Kakashi said, more to himself than to Iruka or the ghost. “OK, 
OK. Shit, uh.” He seemed lost for words, and Iruka couldn’t blame 
him. If he was faced with the ghosts of his own parents, he wouldn’t 
know where to begin. There were so many things he wanted to tell 
them. So many things he wanted to ask. 


“Ask her if she’s the only ghost here,” Iruka whispered. It seemed 
best to start with the practicalities. Maybe it would help calm Kakashi 
down, although Iruka wasn't certain it was possible to stay calm 
when talking to the dead. 


“Right, yeah,” Kakashi said, relieved to be given a direction. He 
raised his voice. “Are there other ghosts here besides you?” 


This time, the gap was shorter between question and answer. The 
window on the left briefly flickered again for yes. 


“Shit,” Kakashi muttered. “I knew it. How many are there?” 


lruka was about to point out that this wasn’t a yes or no question, but 
the windows flashed once, twice, and then three more times. Five in 
total, just as Kakashi had suspected. 


“They're all here,” Kakashi said. His voice shook and his hand was 
slick with sweat. “I trapped them all here and they can’t leave.” 


“We'll help them leave,” Iruka said with more confidence than he felt. 
“We just need to find out why they’re stuck here, and then we can 
make it right.” When Kakashi didn’t speak, Iruka added, “Ask her if 
she has any regrets.” 


Kakashi looked as though he already knew the answer, but he 
obediently raised his voice and asked, “Are you still in the house 
because you have unfinished business here?” 


There was another long gap, and then the window on the left flashed 
for yes. 


“Is it me?” Kakashi asked, and the same light glowed for a whole two 
seconds before it went dark again. 


“Of course it’s you,” Iruka said softly. “She was your mum. She’s 
worried about you.” 


Even with half of his face covered by the mask, Kakashi was visibly 
struggling with his emotions. There were small movements beneath 
the cloth over his mouth, although Iruka couldn’t tell if he was biting 
his lips or merely wetting them compulsively with his tongue. 


“What the hell can | do about that?” Kakashi asked. “I can’t bring her 
back. | can’t redo my childhood and make it better. There’s nothing | 
can do to help her!” 


The sun had truly set by now and the dusk had deepened into night. 
The lights flickered in both windows, as though in tandem with 


Kakashi’s distress, and the house seemed a living thing with an 
electric heartbeat pulsing inside. The kimono was a pale shape in 
the doorway; the light caressed its contours but did not illuminate the 
whole, giving the illusion of movement. Iruka knew it was a trick of 
the light, and yet he couldn't help thinking of it as a figure, poised on 
the threshold. At any moment it might step back into the house and 
become another shadow, or out onto the lawn to crush the dry grass 
beneath its newly-fleshed feet. 


It was this figure Iruka locked eyes with — staring into the darkness 
where her head should be — as he stepped forwards, putting himself 
between her and Kakashi. The lights flashed on and off in both 
windows, and Iruka swore he could feel her frustration at being left 
voiceless. 


“| Know you're worried about Kakashi,” he told her, pitching his voice 
to travel across the lawn. It came out surprisingly steady. “My 
parents died too, and | know they'd hate to think of me being left all 
alone. I’m sure you were a great mum. You must love Kakashi a lot if 
you came back to check on him. It’s not your fault you got sick.” 


The lights throbbed, each burst of yellow like a fist against the 
window: a dead woman hammering against the veil. Kakashi dug his 
fingernails into Iruka’s hand, and Iruka let him. 


“But Kakashi isn’t alone,” Iruka said. “Not anymore. He might not 
have a family, but he has people who care about him just as much 
as family would. He has Naruto and Snail and Gai and all his 
teammates in ANBU. And he has me.” 


The flashing became less wild. It quietened to flickers, listening. The 
figure in the doorway turned its invisible head towards him, and Iruka 
felt its full attention come to rest on him. The static was worst on the 
arm he had stretched out behind him, hand in Kakashi’s death grip. It 
was painful against his skin, but he didn’t flinch. He could take so 
much more if he had to. He would not let go. 


“How about we make a deal?” Iruka offered. “You can stick around 
for a few more days and keep an eye on Kakashi, and if Snail and | 
do a good job at looking after him then you'll move on to where 
you're supposed to be. And in the meantime if you could leave the 
lights alone so Kakashi can sleep through the night, that would be 
great, thanks. Do we have a deal?” 


There was a long dark pause. And then the light in the left window 
switched on and stayed on. Iruka relaxed, and the static drained out 
of the air as Kakashi’s hand loosened in his. Under the steady light, 
the figure in the doorway became an empty kimono again, and Iruka 
made out the glint of a metal hanger hooked over the top of the 
doorframe. 


“| think she’s gone,” Iruka said, and then his relief abruptly turned to 
alarm as he realised what he'd done. “Shit, I’m sorry! | didn’t mean to 
take over and use up all your time with her. Should we call her 
back?” 


Kakashi was staring at him, but he didn’t look angry. He didn’t look 
distraught anymore either, although he was clearly exhausted. 


“Thanks, Iruka,” he said quietly. “I didn’t know what to say. I'd thought 
about it all day but then she was there and it was like | forgot every 
word I'd ever Known.” He ran a hand through his hair, then winced at 
the crackle of static. “So much for the genius Sharingan Kakashi, 
huh?” 


“Talking to your dead mum probably isn’t covered in ANBU training,” 
lruka said. They were still holding hands, damp with sweat and kind 
of gross, but Iruka didn’t want to let go. “Did | do OK?” 


“Yeah, you did great,” Kakashi said. “I especially liked how you made 
sure you'd have to keep coming round to hang out with me as part of 
the exorcism. Very sneaky.” Iruka couldn't be sure, but he thought 
there was a wry smile under the mask. 


“| didn’t even think of that!” he protested. “You already said | could 
come around anyway.” 


“I’m just teasing,” Kakashi said. He gave Iruka’s hand a squeeze and 
then finally let go, leaving Iruka feeling strangely bereft. “And, 
honestly, I’m glad you didn’t let me chase you away. Maybe that’s 
selfish, but...| don’t think | could do this without you.” 


It was the sort of thing Kakashi said to him in his most self-indulgent 
daydreams. Yet in none of his fantasies had he ever captured the 
tone that Kakashi used now: simple and sincere, as though the idea 
of him needing Iruka was not an earth-shifting pronouncement. 
There must have still been static in the air because Iruka felt tingles 
over every inch of his skin. It was hard to breathe. 


“You don’t have to do it without me,” he said, and wished he could 
have come up with something cooler than parroting Kakashi’s words 
back at him. Something confident and mature that would stay with 
Kakashi for days, or at least for the rest of the night, but his tongue 
felt too big for his mouth and he wasn’t sure he could have forced 
the words out even if his brain had come up with the perfect line. 


Kakashi treated him to a smile anyway. It was small and mostly 
hidden by the mask, and Iruka wanted to cradle it between his palms 
like a tiny spark so that one day, if he was careful, it would burn 
bright enough to sear the mask away. 


And then Kakashi ruined it by saying, “You should probably go home 
now. I’ve kept you here long enough.” 


It took Iruka a moment to untie his tongue. “But there are four other 
ghosts,” he protested. 


“We can't deal with them all at once. | wouldn’t even know where to 
begin. And honestly, I’m exhausted. | feel like | just used a crazy 
strong jutsu and wiped out all my chakra.” He really did look tired, his 
eye heavy-lidded and his skin washed out. 


“| could stay here,” lruka tried, but Kakashi shook his head. 
“Not overnight. | still think that’s too dangerous.” 


“| don’t like leaving you alone here,” Iruka said. “I’d let you come 
sleep at my place if | had the space.” 


“lll be fine. | promise.” 
“Should | come back tomorrow?” 


Kakashi hummed thoughtfully, then raised a hand to cover a yawn. 
“How about | send you a message in the morning? I’m too tired to 
think right now.” 


That would have to be good enough. Until then, Iruka would put his 
faith in the good luck charm — so small and flimsy-seeming now — 
and in the deal he had made with Kakashi’s mother. Parents were 
supposed to protect, after all. None of Kakashi’s loved ones, one 
would assume, would seek to cause him harm. 
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Kakashi hadn’t messaged by the time Iruka woke up the following 
morning, so the first thing he did after folding his futon away was to 
grab a pen and scrawl a message on the seal. 


Did anything happen overnight? 


Straight after he’d sent it, he wondered if that had been too abrupt. 
Maybe he should have started with good morning? Or maybe 
Kakashi was still asleep and he should have waited until later in the 
day so it didn’t look as though Kakashi was his first thought on 
waking. Was that weird? That might be weird. 


As he was fretting, the seal became warm in his hand, and Iruka 
jabbed at it so hastily it slipped from his fingers and fluttered to the 
ground. 


Mizuki chose to walk in at that moment, his hair wet from the shower. 
He raised an eyebrow as Iruka snatched the seal up from the floor. 


“You talking to Anko?” he asked. 


lruka had almost forgotten he’d given Anko a messenger seal as 
well. 


“Uh, no,” he said. “Kakashi.” His finger hovered over the symbol that 
would reveal Kakashi’s message, but he didn’t put any chakra into it 
yet, aware of Mizuki's gaze on the blank centre of the seal. 


“Why would you need to talk to him already? You were at his house 
half the night. Again.” 


“Yeah but that doesn’t mean | can’t —” Iruka stopped talking abruptly. 
Mizuki had raised a smug eyebrow. “I never said | was going to 
Kakashi’s last night. Or any night.” 


“Im not an idiot, lruka. But | would like to know why you keep 
running off to see him, and why you’re being so secretive about it.” 


lruka turned away, tugging a drawer open and pulling out clothes, 
the seal still clutched in his hand. He’d been so careful not to tell 
Mizuki or Anko too much, and in one moment of distracted stupidity 
he'd ruined all that. He should have been expecting Mizuki to try and 
trick the information out of him, especially after Mizuki had stayed up 
waiting for him the other night. 


“We're just hanging out,” he said. “I’m not being secretive, it’s just not 
a big deal.” 


“Last | heard, Kakashi was through with you,” Mizuki said. 
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“He was never ‘though with me’,” Iruka snapped, whirling around 
again, a sock falling to the floor. “He just needed some space.” 


“Why would he need space from you?” 
“It's none of your business!” 


Mizuki's sharp eyes were fixed on him, and Iruka fought the urge to 
turn away. Instead he stared straight back, holding his ground. 


“He’s using you, Iruka,” Mizuki said. “I don’t know what he’s asking 
you for, but | know he wants something and you’re bending over 
backwards to give it to him. | don’t know what you see in him. He 
was such a shit to you before last year, hiding behind his ANBU 
mask so he could pick on you, but as soon as you found out who he 
was you were all over him, like it didn’t matter what he’d done.” 


“He saved us,” Iruka protested, so angry he could barely put his 
thoughts in order. “And he’s helped me so many times since then.” 


“He didn’t save us,” Mizuki scoffed. “You and Anko saved him. 
Orochimaru would have wiped the floor with him if not for you, but 
that didn’t stop him from taking all the credit. Now he’s one of the 
assholes trailing Anko everywhere she goes — you think he stood up 
for her when Sandaime and his cronies were deciding how to punish 
her? You think he mentioned to them that without her, he would have 
spent the whole night trapped to a tree where you left him? He got 
taken down by a genin, yet somehow he’s still the hero and you’re 
the child who needed saving.” 


All of that hit too close to home, but it wasn’t Kakashi’s fault. And 
besides, Kakashi had saved them. They had saved each other. 


“You're the only one who didn’t do shit to help,” Iruka snapped. “Yet 
I've heard you telling the story and you never seem to mention how 
useless you were — or that it was all your fault for getting kidnapped 
in the first place.” 


Mizuki flinched, stung. A bead of water dripped from his hair down 
the side of his neck and darkened the collar of his t-shirt. 


“Sorry for being worried about you,” he said, and then turned and 
swept out of the room. A moment later, Iruka heard him moving 
around the kitchen, making more noise than was strictly necessary. 


lruka stood staring at the doorway, still furious but with a gnawing pit 
of guilt in his stomach. He wished he hadn't said that last part. But 
no, Mizuki deserved it for talking shit about Kakashi. He didn’t even 
know Kakashi — not like lruka did. Iruka shut the door, determined 
not to think about it, and then finally trickled some chakra into the 
seal to unveil Kakashi’s message. 


The words appeared in Kakashi’s angular handwriting, scrunched up 
small to fit onto the paper, and some of the adrenaline from the fight 
faded out of Iruka’s body as he held Kakashi’s words in his hands. 


Nothing happened, | don’t think. Had some weird dreams. 


lruka hesitated before he deleted the words, wishing there was some 
way he could keep them. But he had to wipe them away if he wanted 
to reply. 


Should | come over today? he wrote. 


The reply came quickly, as though Kakashi had been waiting for his 
answer. 


Not sure when I'll be free. I'll let you know. 


It wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for, but at least it wasn’t a 
straight-up no. lruka cleared the message, hesitated with his pen 
hovering over the seal, and then simply wrote OK. He paused again, 
and then drew a little smiley face before sending it, hoping it would 
make Kakashi smile too. 


lruka’s seals classes took place at his sensei’s workshop. This was a 
small shop near the centre of the village, wedged between a 
bookshop and a swordsmith, and the sign on the door declared the 
owner’s expertise in bespoke home warding and combat-certified 
seals, entrance by appointment only. Sometimes an illiterate passer- 
by would rattle the door and then yelp as the wards gave them a mild 
electric shock. Hiwatari Asuka believed in a hands-on approach to 
advertising. 


She had taken on Iruka as her first and only apprentice shortly after 
the death of his parents, when his pranks had brought him to the 
attention of Sandaime. Iruka hadn't known it then but Asuka was the 
most sought-after seals master in the village, having worked on most 
of the clan wards and some of the village’s defences. If he’d known 
what a big deal she was, he might not have skipped so many 
classes in the early days of their mentorship, but he’d seen the 


whole thing — perhaps rightly — as Sandaime’s attempt to distract him 
from setting ANBU traps and causing chaos in the village, and so he 
hadn't taken it as seriously as he should have done. 


Asuka herself was a woman fast approaching middle age, her dark 
hair threaded with white like strings of spider silk, and crow’s feet 
setting in around her eyes. She was plumper than most of the 
shinobi Iruka knew, having given up active duty years ago to devote 
herself to her seals work full time. He knew she was skilled in 
several other arts — he’d spied books on medical ninjutsu in her 
library, and she was always threatening to develop a henge to give 
her back her youth — but he wasn’t sure if she’d kept them up or if 
she’d let the rest of her skillset fade over time. 


Today, a client was leaving just as Iruka arrived, and he wandered 
around the room as Asuka settled payment at the desk. The 
workshop was a small room; the large front window was made of 
frosted glass so that the people on the street were coloured blurs 
against grey, yet it let in plenty of light to slant across the two 
wooden worktables in the centre of the room. Despite the sunlight, 
the room was climate controlled with a system of seals and it was 
wonderfully cool. Along the back wall was the bookcase, each shelf 
groaning under the weight of the textbooks and scrolls crammed into 
it, and beside it was the antique chest of drawers, which looked as 
though it belonged in someone's grandmother’s house, each drawer 
full of chakra paper, bottles of ink, and calligraphy brushes. Iruka’s 
favourite piece of seals paraphernalia was a fountain pen with a 
needle built into the top so it could be filled with the user’s blood, 
supposedly a better conductor for chakra than ink. Asuka had never 
let him use it. 


The front door opened and then shut as the client stepped out, and 
Asuka locked the door with a satisfied click. |ruka was standing 
beside one of the worktables, studying the seals that were laid out to 
dry. There was a whole scroll of chakra paper unfurled down the 
length of the table with small paperweights holding it flat. Black ink 


spiralled down the centre of the paper, the symbols intricate and 
interlocking, far beyond Iruka’s ability to read. 


“If you so much as think about smudging that, | will strangle you,” 
Asuka said. 


“What does it do?” Iruka leaned farther over the table, a loose lock of 
hair curling just above the wood, and Asuka grabbed him by the 
shoulder and pulled him back a step. 


“Nothing you need to know about,” Asuka said, which probably 
meant it was something classified. A lot of Asuka’s work was the 
equivalent of S-rank; the most secret village security measures were 
invented in this room. It was very cool but also incredibly annoying 
that Iruka could stare them in the face and not have a clue what they 
did. 


lruka sighed loudly but let Asuka steer him towards the second table, 
where she’d already placed a stack of books that she thought might 
be helpful for today’s lesson. Asuka wasn't a natural teacher, and 
working from a single textbook was anathema to her. Instead, she 
bounced from topic to topic and let Iruka find his own instruction from 
whichever book he found most helpful. Iruka had been sceptical at 
first — in truth, he had been sceptical about any kind of book-led 
study, which felt uncomfortably like school — but to his surprise, he 
had found himself thriving in a way he had never done with more 
structured learning. He devoured every book she gave him, reading 
beyond the topics they covered in their lessons, and had discovered 
that Asuka was happy to be side-tracked if he found an interesting 
subject. 


He used this to his advantage today. Before Asuka had chance to 
ask him about the homework she’d set him after their last class 
(which he hadn’t done), he pounced with a question of his own. 


“Asuka-sensei, do you believe in ghosts?” 


Asuka blinked at him, then slowly slid onto one of the wooden stools 
across from him. 


“Are you asking me because you want to seal a ghost?” 


The best thing about talking to another seals master was that Asuka 
always brought everything back to her profession. Every problem 
could be solved with seals, provided the user had enough creativity 
and reference books. If anyone would take Iruka seriously, Asuka 
would, which was why he wasn’t embarrassed to broach the topic. 


“Several ghosts,” he said. “My friend’s house is haunted.” 


As he’d expected, Asuka nodded thoughtfully and then stood up, 
heading towards her bookcase. 


“You aren’t the first person to consider using seals for the 
supernatural,” she said over her shoulder. “It’s hardly the most 
scientific subject — | imagine ghosts and youkai and whatnot aren’t 
the most amenable to controlled experimentation — but | Know | have 
a book somewhere...” She scanned the shelves, then made a 
disappointed sound, as though the books had offended her in their 
ignorance. Without a word to Iruka, she opened the door to the back 
room and disappeared from view. 


lruka flipped through one of the textbooks on the table while he 
waited, and a few minutes later he heard a muffled but decidedly 
triumphant exclamation, followed by Asuka’s return, a book clutched 
in her hand. 


“A Compendium of Spirits and the Seals That Banished Them,” she 
said, plunking it down triumphantly on the table before Iruka. “It’s a 
recording of folk beliefs rather than an instructional guide. | can’t 
remember where | found it, but it’s part of a series on how the 
shinobi arts have entered popular superstition. Summons being 
worshipped as minor gods, reading the future with a deck of seals, 
that sort of thing.” 


lruka opened the book to the copyright page. It had been published 

thirty years ago by Okazaki Ren, an author he’d never heard of, and 
the pages were thin and starting to brown with time. He scanned the 
contents and found a whole section dedicated to ‘Ghosts and Other 
Restless Spirits’. 


“Can | borrow this?” 


“Of course. I’ve never had cause to use it for practical matters — if 
you try it out, make sure to tell me how it goes.” Her lips quirked up 
in a half smile. “Sealing the dead. What a novel idea. Now what 
about that homework...?” 


On the way home, Iruka made a detour to the shinobi library in the 
Hokage Tower. There, he checked out two books: a biography of the 
Fourth Hokage, and a book titled Live Fast, Die Young: The Tragic 
Heroes of Konoha, which, according to the librarian, had a well- 
researched chapter on Hatake Sakumo. 


If he was going to dedicate the rest of his day to research, he might 
as well be thorough. He doubted Kakashi’s genin teammates had 
made it into the historical record, but two of Kakashi’s ghosts were 
famous enough that their life stories were part of Konoha lore. He 
didn’t doubt that these books contained only the tip of the iceberg — 
there would be reams of mission reports, correspondence, and 
classified files in the archive — but he didn’t need to know about the 
shinobi part of their lives. He wanted a softer class of knowledge: the 
domestic and the personal. Who had these men been when they 
were out of uniform? Who had they been through Kakashi’s eyes? 


The flat was empty when he made it back. He entered tensely, afraid 
that Mizuki might be home, but either he was busy or he was 
avoiding Iruka after their fight. Well, that suited lruka fine either way. 


He carried his pile of books through to the living room and dropped 
them onto the coffee table with a satisfying thump. 


Amid the other detritus of the coffee table — unwashed mugs (his) 
and neatly ordered lists of groceries and household chores (Mizuki's) 
— there was a seal. Iruka was sure he hadn't left it there, which was 
curious enough to make him pick it up. It was one of his messenger 
seals, and for a moment Iruka assumed it was Mizuki's until it 
sensed his touch and grew warm to tell him there was an unread 
message waiting for him. 


Hey guys, do you want to come over later? 


It was Anko’s handwriting. Mizuki would have got the same message 
on his own seal. He must have noticed that Iruka had forgotten his 
own and left it out for him to find. Coming from Mizuki, the gesture 
could either be an olive branch or a passive aggressive slap in the 
face. Iruka did feel bad that he’d forgotten the seal, especially since 
his other messenger seal — the one Kakashi could speak to him on — 
was Safe in his pocket, and he’d checked it compulsively during the 
morning on the off chance he hadn't felt the heat of a message. 


He didn’t feel bad enough to accept the invitation though. He 
scrawled a quick message — sorry, I’m busy today, maybe see you 
tomorrow — and then moved it onto the floor along with all the other 
junk on the table so he’d have space to spread out his books. 


The Compendium turned out to be part anthropological study and 
part encyclopaedia of seals. Okazaki, the author, had travelled 
through the Land of Fire, interviewing people about their beliefs and 
copying down the seals they used to protect their homes from spirits. 


In the coastal village of Shukunegi, one passage read, there persists 
a belief in the ghosts of drowned sailors who are said to drag 
themselves back to shore and seek out their widows and children. Of 
course, being dead, they have forgotten their own names and the 
names of their beloveds, who are themselves sometimes long dead 
by the time of the ghost’s homecoming. The wandering spirit will 


roam the streets, trying to enter the houses in search of his family, 
bringing damp and a mouldering sickness of the lungs. 


Okazaki had talked his way into the homes of several villagers, who 
had shown him the seals they carved into their doorframes to keep 
the ghosts from entering. There were several variations, which he 
had copied down meticulously, noting that the seals were purely 
decorative although they did bear some resemblance to wards. 
Shukunegi was a civilian village, and although some of the symbols 
had clearly been adapted from fuuinjutsu, others were pure 
nonsense. 


There was no mention of Okazaki testing the seals himself. If he had 
thought to transcribe some of them onto chakra paper and see if 
they had an effect when used properly then he hadn’t recorded his 
findings in this book. It was a shame — as fascinating as the ghost 
stories were, Iruka wanted some indication of whether the seals 
worked. Okazaki didn’t seem interested in finding out; perhaps he 
was a sceptic. As far as Iruka could tell, his only interest had been as 
an anthropologist rather than as a seals master. 


lruka was so absorbed in the book that the knock at the door made 
him jump. It was a loud, rapid knock that had him scrambling to his 
feet before he’d fully got over the shock. His first thought was Anko, 
but when he opened the door he found Kakashi and Snail standing 
on the walkway outside, both dressed in full ANBU gear. 


“We're coming in,” Snail said, and then shoved Kakashi towards the 
doorway so that Iruka had to step back sharply and flatten himself 
against the wall to let them past. 


“What's going on?” Iruka asked as he shut the door behind them. 
There were only three possibilities he could think of: either he was in 
really big trouble, Anko was in really big trouble, or this was a ghost- 
related house call. 


“Fucking ghosts,” Snail said, which answered that question. “They 
don't respect our working hours at all. Can you believe that?” 


lruka had got used to seeing Snail in his female henge, and he had a 
strange feeling of disconnect at seeing him in his ANBU persona 
again. He had to resist the urge to reach out and touch Snail’s arm, 
to check that his body was real. 


Kakashi hadn't spoken since he’d entered the house, but Iruka could 
tell just by looking at him that something was very wrong. His hand 
kept twitching towards his weapons pouch as though he couldn't 
suppress the tic, and he was shifting his weight from foot to foot, 
unable to settle. He glanced past Snail towards the door and then, 
seeing the escape route was blocked, he moved a few paces down 
the hall to where he could see through the living room to the window. 


“The ghosts did something?” Iruka asked. Snail looked antsy too. 
“You guys were at the house?” 


“No,” Snail said. “That’s the problem. Look, | have to go, we’re meant 
to be working, but...” He looked at Kakashi. “Can you keep an eye 
on Kakashi for a while?” 


“| can’t stay here,” Kakashi broke in, sounding panicked. “What if 
something happens to Iruka? He’s not safe with me. | should go, | 
should...” 


“Keep him in a barrier if you have to,” Snail instructed, ignoring 
Kakashi. “Don’t let him run off by himself. I’m sorry, | wish | could 
deal with this, but we’re both supposed to be working and I’ve left 
Anko’s house unguarded.” He was stressed too, Iruka realised, but 
doing a much better job at hiding it. 


“I'm sorry,” Kakashi said. “I’m going to get you in trouble.” 

Snail moved past Iruka so he could squeeze Kakashi’s shoulders. 
“No one’s going to get in trouble,” he soothed. “I'll cover for you while 
you calm down, then I'll come and fetch you later, OK? I’m supposed 


to be on patrol for the next hour — no one will notice if | hang out at 
Anko’s instead.” 


“But what if it happens again?” Kakashi asked with rising panic. 


“Then I'll take you home and figure something out,” Snail said. 
“Iruka, you can take care of him for a while, right? I’m sorry to spring 
this on you but | didn’t know where else to take him.” 


“| can look after him,” Iruka said immediately. It was like speaking 
another language: the idea that Kakashi might need looking after 
was entirely foreign, yet Iruka would do it. Of course he would, 
whatever that entailed. “I don’t have anywhere else to be.” 


“Good,” Snail said with audible relief. “If you need me, you know 
where to find me. | really have to go. Kakashi, hang in there.” 


He gave Kakashi’s shoulders another squeeze, and Iruka wasn't 
sure if it was to reassure him or to try and fix him in place. Kakashi 
didn’t try to follow as Snail hurried back out of the flat, but he flinched 
at the sound of the door closing and glanced again at the window. 


lruka approached him slowly. He wasn't sure what was going on, but 
he knew better than to startle a twitchy ANBU. Kakashi let him get 
close, but when Iruka reached up towards his mask, he found his 
wrist suddenly clamped in Kakashi’s fist. 


“| want to see your face,” Iruka said. “There’s no one else here. | can 
close the curtains if you want.” 


“No, that’s — | don’t know if it’s safe,” Kakashi said. “I need 
something...can | borrow your hitai-ate?” 


“Uh, sure.” Mystified, Iruka tugged his wrist gently until Kakashi 
released him, and then he passed through into the living room, sure 
he'd thrown his hitai-ate down somewhere in here. 


He found it wedged between the couch cushions and dusted it off 
before handing it to Kakashi. Only when Kakashi had it in hand did 
he remove his ANBU mask. He was wearing his cloth mask beneath 
it, and the small corner of skin on show was flushed with heat. 


Strands of hair were stuck to his forehead with sweat, but Iruka didn’t 
protest as Kakashi tied the hitai-ate around his head and then 
adjusted it over his closed sharingan eye. 


“Better?” Iruka asked. 
Kakashi looked as though he had never felt worse, but he nodded. 


“Do you want to sit down?” Iruka asked, gesturing to the couch. “I 
can get you a glass of water or something. What’s going on? You're 
not hurt, are you?” 


Kakashi didn’t sit down. He crossed the small room in three steps to 
stand by the window, and Iruka tensed in case he was about to make 
a break for it, but he just stood beside the glass and stared down at 
the street below. 


“Something happened. On my shift,” he said, and Iruka graciously 
didn't point out that he already knew that much. “I don’t know what 
I’d have done if Kawa — if Snail hadn’t been there.” 


lruka tried to look as though he hadn't noticed the mistake, although 
he filed away the half of Snail’s name that had slipped out, just in 
case it came in handy one day. 


“You were on Anko duty?” Iruka prompted him. 


Kakashi nodded. He was still staring out of the window. “I wasn’t 
feeling right even before that. | had awful dreams last night.” 


“About what?” 


“About dying,” Kakashi said. “| dreamt | was back at the cave-in, but | 
was the one caught under the rocks.” He raised a hand to hover over 
lruka’s hitai-ate. “It wasn’t my dream. It was...his.” 


lr'uka was working hard to piece all this together. “That’s how Obito 
died?” 


“He was still alive when we left him there,” Kakashi said, and his 
tone was flat and distant. “We couldn't get him out. His body’s still 
there, as far as | know. They had a funeral but there was nothing to 
bury. The only part of him that left that cave is right here, in my face. 
You should have seen the way his family looked at me. How they still 
look at me.” 


lruka dared to drift closer, so he was only a step away. Kakashi 
jerked a glance towards the movement and then turned away again. 
Whatever was bothering him was centred on his sharingan eye, and 
lruka thought his insistence on looking away was, in some way, 
designed to keep Iruka safe. 


“So you had his dreams and then you started your shift,” he said. 
“And then what?” 


Kakashi was quiet for a long moment, resting a hand on the 
windowsill and drumming his fingers arrhythmically. 


“| saw him,” he said abruptly. “He was there on the roof with me.” 


lruka saw in his mind’s eye a dark, incorporeal figure standing at 
Kakashi's shoulder as he watched Anko’s house. He shook it away, 
but it left him discomforted. 


“What do you mean, he was there?” 


“| could feel someone watching me,” Kakashi said. “But there was no 
one around — no one who could have seen me up on the rooftop. 
And then | glanced down and saw a reflection in my armour.” He 
held up his arm guard, though he didn’t look down at it. “It should 
have been my own face, but it was him. It was him, Iruka, instead of 


” 


me. 


The thought was skin-prickling, but the reality was harder to swallow. 
Kakashi’s armour wasn’t as smeared with fingerprints and grime as 
some of the ANBU armour Iruka had seen, but it wasn’t polished to a 


shine either. There were reflections in its surface, true, but only if 
lruka squinted, and even then they were formless blurs. 


“Kakashi...” he started, unsure how to voice his doubts. “You know | 
believe in the ghosts but...you’ve been really tired lately and you 
were probably thinking about the nightmares...” 


Kakashi turned his head sharply and finally looked Iruka straight in 
the eye. “You don’t believe me?” 


“| believe you saw it,” Iruka said carefully, “but I’m not sure that 
means it was real. How could Obito have been at Anko’s house?” 


“Because of this!” Kakashi gestured at his eye so violently he almost 
smacked his fingers against the hitai-ate. “Obito isn’t bound to the 
house — not if he’s haunting me. My body. If he’s in here with me.” 


“You think you’re possessed?” 


It was such a horror movie word that lruka felt silly for saying it out 
loud. There was no real reason why houses could be haunted and 
not people, Iruka supposed, but it didn’t seem in-keeping with the 
rules they’d established: that the ghosts were confined to Kakashi’s 
house, that they were active only between sunset and sunrise, and 
that Kakashi had invited them in during Obon and unwittingly trapped 
them on his grounds. If Kakashi’s sharingan had been a doorway for 
Obito to slip through all along, then that broke every one of the rules. 
lruka couldn't reconcile it with the things he’d already experienced. 


“It makes sense,” Kakashi said, although it didn’t at all. “Think, lruka 
— | didn’t have an object for Obito on the shrine. | used my eye as the 
beacon to draw him back and honour him. Of course he’d be 
different. He’s not even fully dead — a part of him lives every time | 
draw a breath.” 


lruka still didn’t like it, but he didn’t know how to say so when 
Kakashi clearly believed every word he was saying. 


“Were you using your sharingan when you saw him at Anko’s?” he 
asked, trying to tease some sense out of this. 


“No, but | don’t have to. Don’t you see? He came in through the 
sharingan but then spread to the rest of me. My eyes are his eyes, 
my face is his face.” He was speaking very rapidly and gesturing a 
lot with his hands, and Iruka didn’t know what to think of this manic 
energy. 


“But Kakashi,” he said slowly, “even if his face was reflected back at 
you, how could you have seen it when you were wearing your ANBU 
mask?” 


Kakashi’s hands stilled for a second, and then he waved off Iruka’s 
question. 


“He’s a ghost,” he said impatiently. “He doesn’t have to obey the 
normal rules. It wasn't literal, anyway, he just wanted me to know he 
was watching me. That he was here, under my skin. If I’d taken my 
mask off then maybe Snail would have seen him too.” 


He was contradicting himself. Iruka didn’t think he knew what he was 
talking about — didn’t think he even cared if he made sense. When 
lruka was frightened he tended to talk a lot too, to drown out the 
shrieking terror in his head. It wasn’t a very good trait for a shinobi; it 
was the kind of thing they knocked out of you long before you could 
even think about making ANBU. 


“| was doing some research before you got here,” Iruka said, 
deciding that distraction would be a better tactic than arguing. “Do 
you want to help me?” 


“What kind of research?” 


lruka picked up the Compendium and showed it to him. “How to 
banish ghosts with seals. There might be something in here about 
possession. Come read it with me, I'll explain all the technical stuff.” 


This time when Iruka beckoned towards the couch, Kakashi followed 
and sat down. He was still tense and twitchy, but he let Iruka lay the 
book open in his lap and lean across him to turn the pages. 


It didn’t take them long to find the section on possession. There 
wasn't much, only a single account spanning three pages, but the 
story was interesting. Okazaki had found the possessed man in a 
village deep in the woods. He had been haunted by the spirits of his 
ancestors, who would whisper prophecies into his ear in the night 
and tell him how to prevent calamities. He spent his days consumed 
by the tasks they gave him: to pluck seven flowers with exactly 
seven petals, or to count every leaf on a certain tree. His wife didn’t 
understand how these rituals could keep them safe, and she started 
to suspect the voices belonged to a malevolent spirit, trying to drive 
the family to destruction by keeping her husband too busy with 
useless tasks to work. 


She had gone to the local shaman, and together they had taken the 
man to a sacred place in the woods and painted seals across his 
torso that would capture the spirit and weaken its hold on the man. 
They had then said prayers over him until the spirit had deigned to 
talk with them, and they had persuaded it to leave the man’s body 
and never return. 


Okazaki had interviewed the shaman as well as the victim and his 
wife, and so he’d been able to transcribe the exact seals the shaman 
had used. Again, they were a mixture of real fuuinjutsu and made-up 
symbols. 


“We could try it,” Iruka said when they’d finished reading. “If you 
want.” 


Reading had calmed Kakashi down, at least on the surface. A 
stillness had come over him as Iruka had read the story aloud, 
interspersing it with explanations of some of the symbols. Kakashi 
traced a finger over the pattern of seals. 


“Obito isn’t a malevolent spirit,” he said. “He might be angry — he’s 
probably angry — but | don’t want to do anything that would hurt him. 
| want him to find peace.” 


“You don’t think he’ll find peace if we exorcise him?” 


“| don’t know,” Kakashi said. “It won't change anything. His bones will 
still be out there, buried in a cave. | always thought we’d go and 
bring him back one day, but it happened in Kusagakure during the 
war. There was so much violence there, the whole landscape was 
changed. Even if I’d had perfect recall from the sharingan back then, 
| don't think | could find the place again today. The only landmark | 
remember was the bridge we were sent there to destroy, so even 
that isn’t there anymore.” 


He pressed a hand into the hitai-ate, kneading it like his eye itched 
beneath it. 


“If giving him a proper burial isn’t an option then we'll have to do 
something else,” Iruka pointed out gently. 


Kakashi made a noncommittal sound. “Sometimes | wish | hadn't let 
Rin transplant the eye. | should have brought it home and buried it or 
burnt it on a pyre. At least then some part of him would have found 
closure.” 


“But he gave it to you to use. He wanted you to have it.” 


“Maybe he regrets that now,” Kakashi said. “Maybe he can't rest 
because a part of him is still alive in me.” He laughed abruptly, 
without humour. “When he gave it to me, he probably thought I’d be 
dead before the war was over. We were children, who the hell would 
have thought even one of us would make it out alive?” 


It was such an awful thought that Iruka had to repress a shiver. He 
leaned a little closer to Kakashi. 


“I’m glad you survived,” he said quietly. 


Kakashi glanced at him as if surprised, but before he could say 
anything, there was a knock at the door. It was the same rapid knock 
from earlier, and Iruka hurried up to answer it, sure it couldn't have 
been an hour already. Maybe not even half that. 


Snail was watching over his shoulder when Iruka opened the door, 
and lruka couldn't help following his gaze, suddenly paranoid, but he 
couldn't see anyone watching them. 


“Is something wrong?” Kakashi asked from behind him. 


“Eagle came by and started poking around,” Snail said. “He knew 
you were meant to be the one on Anko duty this afternoon, don’t ask 
me how. Must have swallowed the schedule or something.” 


“He’s meant to be trading off with me later,” Kakashi said. “What did 
you tell him?” 


“That we traded shifts for a while so you could stretch your legs. If it 
was anyone else, it wouldn't have been a problem, but | have a 
feeling he went off to look for you on my patrol route.” He ran a hand 
through his already-messy hair, leaving a tuft sticking up at the side. 
“Are you OK to come back or do we need a plan B?” 


“I’m good,” Kakashi said immediately. “Let me grab my mask.” 


When he’d disappeared back into the living room, Snail leaned in 
closer and lowered his voice. 


“Is he really OK?” 


lruka didn’t know. “He’s a lot better than he was when he got here,” 
he said, which seemed true enough without fully answering the 
question. 


Snail sighed. “That'll have to do,” he said. “Thanks, Iruka.” 


Then Kakashi was back, mask hiding his face. It must be so hot 
under there with a double layer of masks. Maybe the heat had 


caused Kakashi’s ghostly encounter on the rooftop, though Iruka 
knew better than to suggest it. 


“I'll send you a message later,” Kakashi said as he passed Iruka in 
the narrow hallway. “We need to do something about this. If you find 
anything else in that book, maybe we can try it this evening.” 


“lll Keep looking,” Iruka promised. 
And then they were gone. Iruka stood in the doorway and watched 


them disappear over the rooftops, wondering if Kakashi really had 
brought a ghost into his home. 
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It was early evening by the time Kakashi’s message arrived. It simply 
said: Come over. lruka didn’t need telling twice. 


He stashed his books and notes into a messenger bag, in case 
Kakashi had changed his mind about the exorcism, and then he 
slipped on his shoes and left with a jangle of keys. 


The streets seemed unusually quiet tonight. It was still early, and the 
sun had a couple of hours left before the horizon swallowed it whole. 
The roads were dusty, and smelt of baked earth and dying flowers. 
lruka turned down a side street and found his way blocked by a 
group of boys playing football in the road, their shouts loud in the 
narrow street. One of them noticed him and stopped chasing the 
ball, staring openly. Before any of the others could recognise him, 
lruka turned and hurried away, taking a detour down the alleyways 
instead to skirt the neighbourhood. He wasn't sure if he was a hero 
or a villain after Anko’s confrontation with Takeo, and he didn’t feel 
like finding out tonight. 


He didn’t make it far through the labyrinth of alleyways before he 
realised he was being followed. He wasn't quite sure how he knew; 
there weren't any footsteps or voices behind him but whatever 
shinobi instincts he’d honed made the back of his neck prickle. He 
whirled around, sure he was about to see one of the boys from the 
street, but there was no one there. 


“Up here,” someone said, and Iruka looked up to find an ANBU 
crouched at the edge of the roof. 


“What have | done now?” Iruka asked, which was still his default 
response whenever an ANBU approached him. 


The ANBU dropped gracefully into the alleyway, and Iruka 
recognised Eagle. Kakashi was so busted. There was no way this 
was a coincidence. 


“Do you have a couple of minutes?” Eagle asked. “You’re not in any 
trouble.” 


“’m on my way to see a friend so | can’t really stop.” 
“lll walk with you. Who are you going to see?” 


lruka hesitated. He didn’t want to get Kakashi in trouble — or Snail, 
who had trusted Iruka enough to bring Kakashi to him. 


“| can probably guess,” Eagle said when Iruka didn’t answer quickly 
enough. “Kakashi, right?” 


There was something off about his tone. It was too casual — 
synthetically so. 


“So what if I’m seeing Kakashi?” Iruka asked. 


Eagle held his hands up defensively. “I’m not saying there’s anything 
wrong with you two being friends,” he said. “You've got close 
recently, haven’t you? So you’d probably know if there was 
something going on in his life.” 


lruka clamped his lips together and fixed Eagle with a defiant stare, 
waiting him out. Adults would talk around a subject for ages if you let 
them. It was better not to engage with them until they got to the 
point. 


They stared each other down for a few silent seconds. Eagle broke 
first. 


“Fine, fine,” he said. “I know better than to go up against your 
stubborn streak. Look, | know something is going on with Kakashi. | 
know it’s affecting his work, and you can appreciate how alarming 
that is for an ANBU. | tried to ask him about it directly earlier, but he 


shut me out. I’m worried about him, and | Know you must be too. If 
you know what's going on, you need to tell me so | can help him.” 


“If he wanted you to know, he would have told you,” Iruka said. “Why 
do you care anyway? Are you friends?” 


“| don’t think there are many people who could call themselves 
Kakashi’s friends,” Eagle said. “He seems to have a specific type.” 


lruka couldn’t begin to imagine what ‘type’ included both himself and 
Snail. 


“Oh yeah?” he asked, knowing the comment was bait but unable to 
resist. “What’s his type then?” 


Eagle hesitated before he answered. “We're all attracted to people 
like ourselves,” he said. “People who've gone through the same 
sorts of things in life, who can relate to us. The more | look at the 
people in Kakashi’s orbit, the more | think he’s gathering strays. He’s 
attracted to you because you've lost everything, Iruka.” 


It wasn't the words themselves that hollowed Iruka out and filled him 
with an empty burning. It was the way he said them: like he pitied the 
poor fools who hadn't died with the rest of their loved ones. Like he 
pitied them for surviving. 


“| know it’s not my place to tell you who you should and shouldn't be 
friends with,” Eagle started. 


“Then don't,” Iruka cut him off. He didn’t need to hear any more of 
this. If he stayed, he would do something stupid. He could feel the 
violence like flakes of dried blood beneath his fingernails: an irritation 
that had to be clawed out. 


He stalked past Eagle, barging him out of the way with his shoulder. 
Eagle let him — another show of pity that left Iruka curling his fingers 
with rage — and though he didn’t follow, he didn’t know when to shut 
up either. 


“| know we failed you last time, Iruka,” he called. “But I’m worried 
about you — both of you. I’ll be here if you need someone. You only 
have to ask.” 


He didn't get it. He thought damaged people would only damage 
each other more, that they were all so broken they could only cut 
each other with their jagged edges. But that wasn’t true. Iruka 
thought of Mizuki, who had corralled him and Anko into a home and 
bullied them both into staying alive. He thought of Anko, who had 
been through hell and had still fought back when the devil she 
served had come for her two best friends. And there was Kakashi, 
who had chased him away rather than ask for help because he’d 
wanted to protect Iruka more than he’d wanted to be saved. 


Yes, they were damaged, perhaps even broken, but when a group of 
survivors came together, they weren't strays anymore. They were a 
pack. 


Kakashi was waiting for him at the gate when he arrived. He had 
changed out of his ANBU uniform into casual clothes, but he’d tied 
his hitai-ate over his sharingan eye. lruka didn’t comment on it as he 
stepped over the threshold but he couldn’t stop himself from looking. 


“Did everything go OK on your shift?” he asked. 


“As OK as it could be,” Kakashi said. “I didn’t see Obito again, 
though Eagle swung by. He can’t prove anything though.” 


lruka had calmed down on the walk over, but he hadn't decided 
whether he should tell Kakashi that he’d had his own run-in with 
Eagle. Before he could make up his mind, Kakashi continued talking, 
leading Iruka across the lawn. 


“| was thinking about how to give Obito peace,” he said. “I want to 
give him a funeral — a proper one, or as close as we can get. It would 
have been better in the cemetery, of course, but | didn’t think the 
Uchiha clan would be all that fond of me if they found us desecrating 
his empty grave.” 


“We're going to give him a funeral here then?” Iruka asked. “Now?” 


“Yeah. Snail’s here too — he’s getting changed in the house. He'll 
meet us out back in a minute.” 


“Did he — she — uh...” Iruka fumbled his pronouns and glanced 
helplessly at Kakashi. “What am | supposed to call him?” 


“In this house, whatever you want,” Kakashi said. “I tend to go with 
male as a default because I’m used to seeing him that way at work 
every day, but either is fine.” 


“So he’s really a guy?” Iruka asked, somewhat doubtfully. 


“As far as everyone outside of this house is concerned, he’s a guy,” 
Kakashi said, which wasn't the same thing and Iruka recognised that 
there was a difference but he didn’t understand the why or the how. 
“Look, it’s not really my place to talk about. If you want to ask him 
about it then he can explain it better than me — though don’t be 
offended if he’d rather not tell you.” 


They were circling the side of the house, the dojo on their left, and 
Kakashi slowed down, lingering. Iruka kept pace with him. 


“| should have mentioned this sooner, but this house is the one place 
where Snail can be whoever he wants to be,” Kakashi said. “We had 
a Chat about it before the first time you met him here. | told him you 
weren't the type to judge someone for not being sure who they are.” 


“I'm not,” Iruka said immediately. “I’m not judging, | just don’t 
understand.” 


“| Know,” Kakashi said. “And that’s fine, | wouldn’t expect you to. All | 
need you to know is that my compound is a safe space for him. He 
can’t use the henges outside — for reasons that you're better off 
asking him about. It’s a complicated situation. He’s trusting you more 
than you realise by showing you this side of him, so please treat him 
with the same respect he’s showing you.” 


lruka wished someone had told him earlier that he was taking on a 
responsibility by witnessing Snail’s henges, though he guessed a 
haunted house was an understandable distraction. He was sure he’d 
never mentioned Snail to Anko or Mizuki, but he could have done, 
unknowing that it was a secret. 


“| will,” he said, a shade defensively. “Now you’ve finally warned me.’ 


Kakashi cast him an inscrutable look. “Just so you know,” he said, “l 
had a similar talk with Snail about you. This house is a safe space 
for you too. At least, when it’s not full of ghosts.” 


lruka had already known that, although neither of them had ever put 
it in words before. It wasn’t something that had ever needed saying; 
it was something he felt every time he came round to practice his 
traps or do his homework or just to find a quiet place where he could 
hide from the world for an hour or two. Yet although he hadn't 
needed to be told, he liked hearing that Kakashi wanted to keep him 
safe. There was a feeling in his chest like a flower blooming, and he 
forgot for a moment why he was here and why this space had 
become unsafe. 


Then the kitchen door slid open and Snail stepped out. She looked 
much the same as the last time Iruka had seen her female henge, 
but her blonde hair was longer, falling almost to her waist, and as 
she walked barefoot over the grass towards them, he noticed that 
her freckles were gone but she’d gained a beauty mark beneath the 
corner of one eye. Today’s dress was equally as ostentatious as last 
time: a violet so dark it was almost black, baring her shoulders and 
rippling like stormy water around her knees. 


“Don't you ever just wear jeans?” Iruka asked, because the 
alternative was gaping like a fish. 


“So you can check out my ass?” Snail asked, grinning, and Iruka 
wished he’d chosen the speechless gawping because it would have 
been less mortifying. 


“No one wants to look at your ass, Snail,” Kakashi said, herding 
them both further away from the house. 


“Hey, it’s a great ass. | should know — | made it myself.” 


“What are we doing out here anyway?” Iruka asked, desperate to 
change the subject. “How are we supposed to hold a funeral that’s 
any different than the one Obito already had?” 


Snail stopped smiling. She looked at Kakashi, and when Iruka 
followed her gaze he noticed that Kakashi’s jaw was set like his 
bones were steel girders. 


“Because we have something the Uchiha clan didn’t have,” Kakashi 
said. “We have something to bury.” 


They skirted the edge of the pond and headed towards the copse of 
trees at the bottom of the grounds. It felt like a long time ago that 
Kakashi had buried the dead cat back here, although in reality it had 
only been a week. Iruka found himself scanning the ground for the 
small lump of freshly turned earth as they approached. 


“| thought you didn’t have anything of Obito’s beside your eye,” he 
said. 


“| don't,” Kakashi said. 

It took Iruka another two steps before he faltered, almost tripping 
over his own clumsy feet. For the first time in this relentlessly long, 
hot summer, he felt cold. 


“But we can't bury your eye,” he said. 


Kakashi stopped walking but he didn’t turn around. Snail was 
watching him, lips pursed and eyes very sharp, but her face gave 
nothing away except her deep disapproval. 


“?’m not going to take it out of my face if that’s what you’re worried 
about,” Kakashi said. There was almost no emotion in his voice. 


“Then how can you bury it?” Iruka asked, but he already knew. He 
half expected to see the grave already dug, waiting in the cool 
shadows of the trees, and was not comforted by its absence 
because that meant he would have to help dig it. 


Kakashi didn’t answer. 


“He’s going to bury himself alive and then we’re meant to pull him 
out,” Snail said. “By Kakashi’s reasoning, that makes it both a funeral 
and a rescue — we're re-enacting the cave-in but this time nobody 
dies and Obito’s soul is free to go and find peace. Personally, | think 
the whole thing is an exercise in self-flagellation, and the only reason 
I’m going along with it is because | couldn't leave you here to deal 
with this shit fest alone, Iruka.” 


“?’m not making either of you do this,” Kakashi snapped. “You’re free 
to leave if you don't want to help.” 


“Oh hell no I’m not leaving you alone when you’re in the mood to do 
something stupid. I’m not going to let you kill yourself just so | can 
say ‘I told you so’ at your eulogy.” 


“?’m not going to kill myself,” Kakashi said impatiently. “You know 
how many earth jutsus I’ve memorised? I’m not going to die in two 
feet of dirt. Now can we get on with it?” 


He stalked forwards into the trees without waiting for Snail’s 
response, which was just as well because she didn’t give him one. 
Instead she turned to Iruka, softening some of the exasperation on 
her face. 


“If you want to leave, no one will blame you,” she said. 


“lll stay,” Iruka said at once. There was nothing he wanted to do less 
than to take part in this mad scheme, but he felt bound to stay for the 
same reasons as Snail. Kakashi wasn’t acting like his usual, rational 
self, and Iruka needed to witness this with his own eyes to make 
sure nothing went wrong. 


Snail let out a huff of breath. “I thought you’d say that,” she said. “l 
can't tell if he’s the bigger idiot or if we are for letting him do this.” 


“He'd still do it if we left,” Iruka said. “He really thinks it’s the only 
way. But, Snail...” He hesitated, lowering his voice. “I’m not sure | 
believe in this one.” 


For some reason, he expected her to agree with him, and so he was 
surprised when she said softly, “I think | believe in this one more than 
any of the others.” 


Before Iruka could ask her why, Kakashi cast his first jutsu. A fissure 
Opened in the earth, the dry soil heaving itself up into two crumbling 
piles on either side. The ground shook like a minor earthquake, and 
a host of birds exploded out of the trees, cawing as they fled. 
Kakashi stood above the hole and gazed into its depths with his 
single open eye. 


Wordlessly, Iruka approached the grave. It was larger than he’d been 
expecting, and deeper. It was not a neat, rectangular hole, but 
something wilder, like the aftermath of a natural disaster. Tree roots 
hung out of its walls like exposed tendons, and Iruka thought he saw 
some small burrowing creature wriggle its way blindly into the corner 
and vanish. 


“That’s too deep,” Snail said flatly. “The earth is too dry — it'll collapse 
on top of you if you’re not careful.” 


“That's the whole point,” Kakashi said, but his tone had lost its 
bluster. He stood staring down into the hole as though he had 


unearthed some terrible secret he wished he could unknow. 


Slowly, he reached up and untied his hitai-ate, as carefully as though 
he could draw the moment out to last until the earth lost its hunger, 
or he lost his desire to be eaten. He held it out to Snail without 
looking at her, and she took it and turned it over and over in her 
hands. Above them, a bird had returned to the tree, trilling softly. 


Kakashi crouched at the side of the hole, rested his weight on his 
hands, and then lowered himself down into the earth. The pit was 
deep enough to rise over his head by perhaps half a foot, and when 
he dropped the last couple of feet and thumped to the bottom, 
rivulets of soil were shaken loose and tumbled down the walls. Snail 
crouched anxiously at the edge of the pit, the hem of her dress 
brushing the grass, and Iruka wished he could join her, but he could 
no more move or speak than the trees that towered apathetically 
over them. 


“Can't you make it more stable?” Snail asked. She was still holding 
Kakashi’s hitai-ate but she unclenched one hand from around it so 
she could brush her fingers across the soil at the top of the wall, 
testing how loosely it was packed together. 


“| don’t know how,” Kakashi said, and he sounded like a 
somnambulist, caught between sleeping and waking. He also 
touched the wall, pressing his palm flat against the earth, and Snail’s 
hand jerked down an inch as though she wanted to grab his wrist 
and tug him back up. “It'll be over soon,” he said, with a wistfulness 
that made Iruka think he wasn’t talking about the burial. 


Once again, Iruka tried to move, but he didn’t seem to be part of the 
scene before him. He was no more substantial than a shadow cast 
by the afternoon sun, both hot and cold in a way no real living thing 
could feel at once. He felt the spark of chakra as Kakashi opened his 
sharingan eye, and thought he saw the red, wet gleam of it before 
Kakashi lowered himself out of view to lie down in the gullet of the 
earth. 


Somebody stop this, he said and didn’t say. We don’t have to do this. 


“Is he awake?” Snail asked. “Can you feel him?” Her long blonde 
hair fell against her cheek as she leaned over the side of the pit, and 
lruka couldn’t see her face. In the shadows, her dress was no longer 
violet, but black as a mourning gown. 


“| think so,” Kakashi said. His voice was muffled by the earth, and by 
the screaming of the cicadas, which must have been crying out all 
along but only now did Iruka notice them. They had faded into the 
background like a ticking clock, but suddenly they were a wall of 
suffocating sound. 


There was silence for a moment, and then Kakashi said, “He didn't 
like me, you know. And he was right not to. | was a terrible 
teammate. When Rin was captured, | told him we should leave her 
so we could complete the mission. | was the jounin in charge, | was 
supposed to lead them, but | would have left her to die.” 


“But you didn't,” Snail said. 


“Obito wouldn't let me. He was better than me in every way that 
counts. He’s the one who went looking for her and found the cave, 
and when the rocks fell, he’s the one who pushed me out of the way 
and died to save my life.” 


“He must have seen something in you worth saving,” Snail said. “The 
last thing he ever did was give you his life and his eye.” 


“He shouldn't have!” Kakashi said, and his voice cracked. “He should 
have let me die! Everything would have been so much better if I’d 
been the one crushed under those rocks! That’s why | have to make 
it right — | have to know how it feels to die like that.” 


There was another swell of chakra, and Iruka imagined Kakashi’s 
thin fingers shaping the jutsu that would bring the walls of earth 
roaring down. His terror unstuck him enough for a half-step forwards, 


a jerky “no!”, but his brain was blank and he didn’t know what to do 
to stop this. 


And then Snail let herself fall forwards into the hole. 


There was the sound of two people colliding in a painful and 
ungraceful smack. Kakashi managed a strangled yelp, and Snail let 
out a string of curses. The chakra that had been building winked out 
without setting off the jutsu, and although some of the earth was 
shaken free by the impact, the hole did not collapse. 


lruka hurried over to the edge and knelt down, leaning over to check 
the damage. Snail was sprawled on top of Kakashi in a tangle of 
limbs, using his shoulders to try and push herself up. Her elbow 
jammed into his chest and he shoved it away, causing her to 
collapse back down onto him. 


“What the fuck?” he gasped breathlessly. “That hurt.” 


“Good,” Snail said, equally winded. “Now you know how it feels to be 
crushed by falling rocks. Are you happy?” 


Kakashi stopped squirming. He’d shut his sharingan eye, but he 
stared at her as though he saw something that ordinary vision did 
not reveal. 


“You're the one who said the earth was unstable,” he said. “You 
could have ended up buried here too.” 


A lock of Snail’s hair was resting over his face, and she brushed it 
away so it pooled in the hollow of his throat instead. 


“Sometimes that’s a risk you have to take,” she said. “Obito knew 
that too. He saved your life because it was worth saving. And he was 
right — you’re no longer that person who'd leave a teammate to fend 
for themselves. You’re everything he taught you to be. If he died with 
regrets, then they’re not because you failed him, Kakashi. You didn’t 
kill him by surviving. You did nothing wrong.” 


lruka felt again that he had faded into the background as Kakashi 
wrapped his arms around Snail and buried his face in her neck. But it 
was different this time: before, it had been his own body that had 
betrayed him, frozen by horror and helplessness, but now it was 
Kakashi and Snail who had forgotten he was there. He could only sit 
at the edge of the hole, watching them lie together in that awkward 
embrace, and feel the poison of his own failure for not being the one 
to fling himself into the grave and save Kakashi from himself. 


He didn't want to watch them but he couldn't tear his gaze away. He 
had never seen Kakashi so close to another human being — except 
perhaps Naruto, but he was a toddler and so didn’t count. There was 
something so unguarded about the way he clung to Snail now, like 
she’d crashed through some defences that Iruka had never 
managed to break. He should have been relieved that she’d 
managed to protect him and offer what comfort she could, but he 
found himself clutching a handful of grass and ripping it up by the 
roots. If he could have reached down and plucked Snail up off of 
Kakashi’s body, he would have done. He knew it was a selfish, ugly 
thought, but he couldn’t stand the sight of their limbs twined together. 


“You should really get out of there before the walls collapse,” he said 
loudly. 


His voice had the desired effect. Kakashi’s fingers loosened their 
vice grip, and then his hands slithered away from Snail’s back as 
though ashamed to have touched her at all. 


“Yeah, uh, about that,” Snail said. “| may not have thought this the 
whole way through.” 


She tried to push herself up again, but the space at the bottom of the 
hole was narrow and Kakashi was taking up most of it. There was 
nowhere for her to go. 


“Stop moving and let me think,” Kakashi instructed her, and Iruka 
could tell by his voice that his defences had come back up: it was all 
practicality and no emotion. Iruka pressed down on the uneasy 


thought that he’d caused some irreparable harm by interrupting their 
hug. 


After some debate, Kakashi tried another earth jutsu and managed 
to push them both up to the surface with only minimal amounts of 
earth showering down on them. As soon as they were up on solid 
ground, Snail rolled off Kakashi and started combing dirt out of her 
hair with her fingers. 


“We're not trying that again,” she said. 


Kakashi had stood up and was brushing soil off his clothes. He didn't 
look at either of them. 


“| guess not,” he muttered. “It’s getting late. You should both 
probably go home.” 


Snail picked a spider off her dress and placed it carefully onto the 
grass. “No,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.” 


“I’m not going to try again once you're gone,” Kakashi said. He 
glanced at the mounds of earth that had half-collapsed back into the 
pit. “It didn’t work anyway.” 


“Good, but | still don’t think you should be alone tonight,” Snail said. 
She stood up and gave the hem of her dress a shake. “I’m worried 
about you, Kakashi. | want to spend the night here and make sure 
you're OK.” 


“Me too,” Iruka put in quickly, aware that he was being outdone 
again. “I think we should both stay here with you tonight.” 


Kakashi was staring at them both like they were the ones who'd just 
tried to bury themselves under six feet of earth to appease a ghost. 


“You can't stay here overnight,” he said slowly. “You know that. It’s 
too dangerous.” 


“Trust me, I’m not looking forward to it,” Snail said. “But | think it 
would be more dangerous if we left you alone. I’m serious, Kakashi, 
I’m not leaving. Not tonight.” 

They stared each other down, and Iruka tried not to feel too irritated. 


“Your family will be worried,” Kakashi said, each word clipped and 
angry. 


“Lend me a ninken and I'll send them a message,” Snail said. 
“You have a shift at the crack of dawn tomorrow.” 

“| won't wake you up when | leave.” 

Even covered with dirt and glaring, Snail was still incredibly pretty, 
and Iruka wondered with a hot, sour rage whether that was why 
Kakashi was the first to look away. 


“Do what you want,” he said. “But not you, Iruka.” 


lruka had been shooting Snail a bitter look but now his head 
snapped around to stare at Kakashi in outrage. 


“Why her and not me?” 
“Because she’s an ANBU and you’re still a kid,” Kakashi said. 
The word ‘kid’ was full of sharp edges, and Iruka felt it draw blood. 


“You're not that much older than me,” he protested, aware that his 
voice was full of temper, and the fact that he couldn’t control his 
anger only made him feel childish and so more furious. “And Snail’s, 
what, your age? That's only three years.” 


“Technically,” Snail said, unhelpfully, “I’m the only adult here.” 


lruka still had his messenger bag over his shoulder, forgotten in the 
drama of the burial. Now he wrenched the zip open and yanked out 


the Compendium, which he brandished in Kakashi’s face. 


“Out of all three of us, I’m the only one who might be able to seal 
your ghosts,” he snarled. “I’m the one who spoke to your mum last 
night, and I’m the one who's done some actual research. You're 
making this up as you go along and it isn’t working. You don’t need 
to protect me, Kakashi — I’m the one who's protecting you.” 


Kakashi was still staring at him when Snail clapped a hand on Iruka’s 
shoulder. 


“Well, that settles it,” she said. “He’s staying too. Let's go inside and 
raid your kitchen — I’m starving.” 


She grabbed Kakashi’s arm and steered him back towards the 
house. He was still protesting, but weakly now, and Iruka shoved the 
Compendium back into his bag as he followed them inside. 


True to her word, Snail corralled Kakashi into the kitchen and 
somehow convinced him to stop complaining and start cooking 
dinner. Then, to Iruka’s surprise, she hustled him out of the kitchen 
and down into her henge room at the end of the hall. Iruka wasn’t 
even sure how it happened; he certainly hadn't intended to leave 
Kakashi alone, but suddenly the door had shut firmly and the clatter 
of pots and pans from the kitchen grew muffled. 


“What are we doing in here?” Iruka asked. “I thought the whole point 
of us staying was to keep an eye on Kakashi.” 


“| think he needs a little while to cool off,” Snail said. “Take his anger 
out on a few vegetables. And in the meantime, | thought you and | 
should have a chat.” 


“About what?” It came out surly and suspicious, and Iruka felt very 
young again, like a child throwing a tantrum. He hated that she could 
make him feel this way. 


If Snail was bothered by his tone then she didn’t show it. She was 
casting a little longing glance at the mirror where he'd first seen her 
working on her freckles. It was covered by a dust sheet still, and she 
moved towards it as though caught in its gravity. 


“About Kakashi of course,” she said. “Do you mind if |...?” 


She tugged the sheet away from the glass without waiting for an 
answer, and then sat down on the stool and leaned forwards to 
inspect her face. 


“First of all,” she said, “are you all right, Iruka?” 


lruka blinked at her. Was this another dig at his age? Did she think 
he was too young to handle this? 


“I'm fine,” he said. “Are you?” It came out like a challenge. 


“No,” Snail said. “I’m not all right. A friend of mine just tried to bury 
himself because he blames himself for the death of his friend. How 
am | supposed to fix that?” 


Despite her words, her tone was very calm. Her gaze never strayed 
from her own face, although her hands were still in her lap. Iruka 
didn’t have an answer for her. He felt like she was trying to trap him: 
to make him say all the wrong things and look bad while she said all 
the right things. 


“If you don’t think you can fix it then why are you here?” he asked. 


Snail rubbed at a patch of soil on her cheek, smearing it before it 
started to rub off on her finger. 


“| might not be able to fix him,” she said, “but maybe | can stop him 
getting any more broken. | think if we left him alone right now, 


something very bad might happen.” 
“Like what?” 
Snail was quiet as she rubbed at her face. 


“Iruka, you've been through some terrible things,” she said. “When 
your world was on fire, did you ever feel like the only way out was to 
let it all burn?” 


lruka’s first instinct was to snap that she should stop talking in riddles 
and spit out what she really meant. But — although he wished he 
didn’t — he thought he understood. In the aftermath of his parents’ 
death, he had been seared by flames every day. And instead of 
retreating to put the fire out, he had antagonised the strongest 
shinobi in the village with his ANBU traps. He had pulled pranks and 
become a thief and chased a killer up a mountain, Knowing 
somewhere deep down that he might never come back. 


There was a strange compulsion in the aftermath of tragedy to make 
everything so much worse. It hadn't felt like self-destruction at the 
time. It had felt good whenever someone yelled at him, when 
someone smacked him or cursed him out. It had felt like being seen. 
Like being alive. 


Snail was watching his expression in the mirror. 

“Those feelings you’re remembering,” she said, “that’s where 
Kakashi is at right now. Do you understand what might happen if 
we’re not here?” 

No and yes. Yes and no. 


“| understand,” he said. 


“Good. You can go and check on Kakashi now if you want. Tell him 
I'll be busy for just a little while.” 


Snail finally brought her hands together and moved them slowly and 
fluidly through several signs. This time, Iruka concentrated, and he 
felt the tiniest trickle of chakra passing between her fingers as she 
worked, although he had to stare hard at her face to work out what 
she was doing. Her lips became a little fuller, then a shade darker. 


It seemed to Iruka that she’d taken all the credit and was now 
passing the buck. She’d made the big speech about the two of them 
staying here, but now she was going to hide away in this back room 
and make herself prettier while Iruka looked after Kakashi. 


“Why do you do that?” he asked. 
“Do what?” 


“Change your face all the time. If you want to be a girl, can’t you just 
pick one henge?” 


Snail’s fingers stilled. “I’m trying,” she said. “I need to find the right 
one.” 


“The right one for what?” Before she could answer, Iruka barrelled 
onwards. “Kakashi told me you only do that henge stuff when you’re 
here, so it’s about Kakashi, right? That’s why you’re trying to be a 
pretty girl?” 


Snail actually turned around to stare at him, and he flushed. He 
hadn't really meant to say that part out loud, but it had been on his 
mind for a while now. He thought she’d deny it, or at least be 
embarrassed that he’d seen right through her — but instead she burst 
into laughter. 


“Oh my God,” she said, still giggling. “You think I’m trying to seduce 
Kakashi. That’s hilarious.” 


lruka’s cheeks felt even hotter. “I didn’t say that,” he said, even 
though it was exactly what he’d meant. 


He tried not to squirm as Snail got herself under control. No matter 
how he felt about her and Kakashi, he was wired a certain way and 
pretty older girls laughing at him was the stuff of nightmares, no 
matter who the girl was or whether she was female full time. 


“I'd wondered why you were mad at me,” Snail said eventually. 
“Suddenly, it all makes sense.” She gave him a look that was a little 
too knowing for Iruka’s liking. “Don’t worry — | could turn myself into a 
thousand pretty girls and none of them would be Kakashi’s type. 
Trust me.” 


lruka wasn’t sure what that meant, but he bit his tongue before he 
could ask what Kakashi’s type was. 


“Also, | retract what | said the other day about you being observant,” 
Snail said. “Look.” 


She held up her left hand, palm down. Iruka stared at it dumbly, not 
sure what he was supposed to be seeing. Her nails were unpainted 
and perfectly shaped, her wrist was slender, and the only jewellery 
she wore was a ring on her ring finger. 


Wait. A ring...on her left hand... 

“Are you engaged?” he yelped. 

Snail’s smile dimmed a little. 

“| was,” she said. “And not to Kakashi, before you even go there.” 
She gazed down at the ring, tilting her finger so that it caught the 
light. lruka knew nothing about jewellery but even he could tell it was 
expensive. The band was rose gold, twisting like a vine with little 
leaves sprouting off it, and the stone at the centre was dark blue, 


maybe sapphire or topaz. 


“But you're, like, eighteen,” Iruka said, and then when Snail looked 
up, clearly surprised, he added, “What? That’s too young to get 


married.” 


Snail was still looking at him strangely. “I thought you were going to 
say ‘but you're a guy’.” 

lruka hadn’t even thought of that. It gave him pause. He knew that 
queer people existed, obviously, but he’d never knowingly met one. 
He didn’t even know if Snail counted. If you could change your 
gender, were you both gay and straight? Could you be both? Or 
neither? Come to think of it, he hadn’t even asked if Snail’s fiancé 
had been male or female, he’d just seen the ring on a female hand 
and assumed. 


“| don’t know if you are a guy,” he said at last. “Kakashi said that 
you're always a guy when you're outside this house, but we're inside 
the house right now, so...what do you want to be?” 


It seemed a straightforward enough question to start with, but Snail 
clenched her hands together in her lap so tightly that the knuckles 
turned white. 


“| don’t Know,” she said. “I don’t know! That’s the problem. | don’t 
know who | am or what | should look like or who I’m meant to be. 
Sometimes | wish I’d never learnt how to make these stupid henges. 
They just confuse everything.” 


“What do you mean?” Iruka asked. 

Snail took in a deep breath and let it out slowly through her nose. 
She looked like she was gearing herself up to talk about it, and 
despite how angry he'd been at her just a few minutes ago, Iruka 
suddenly felt bad for her. 


“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” he added. “I mean, 
it's probably none of my business.” 


Snail’s expression softened at that. 


“No, it’s OK,” she said. “Il know I’m weird. And not cute weird but 
really messed up weird.” 


“Join the club,” Iruka said. “Everyone | know is messed up weird.” 
She actually laughed at that and Iruka felt a tiny spark of pride. 


“| taught myself henges when | was a kid,” she said. “Not because | 
wanted to be a girl or anything like that. | was just a bored smartass 
who wanted a challenge. | wasn’t so great at the whole hand-to-hand 
combat thing, but | got really good at henges — good enough that 
someone noticed, and when the war rolled around | got recruited.” 


lruka’s eyebrows shot up. “How old were you?” 


“Twelve.” Something must have shown on Iruka’s face because her 
lips quirked up. “I Know. ANBU teens are pretentious little shits. It 
didn’t work out for me though. | got sent out on undercover missions, 
and not the short-term ones you’re probably thinking of — this was 
deep undercover. My first mission started when | was twelve and 
finished when | was fourteen.” 


lruka had known that missions like that existed but they weren't 
something he came across in his day-to-day life. You didn’t meet 
people who went on missions like that because they were so rarely 
in the village. It couldn't really be said that they lived in Konoha at all. 


“You didn’t come home in all that time?” he asked. 
“Not for almost six years.” 


lruka tried to imagine being away from the village for that long, and 
couldn't. 


“| hated that first mission,” Snail said. “Il hated every second of it, for 
a whole bunch of reasons. But the second mission is what broke 
everything because | didnt hate it. | was part of a two-man team; the 
other guy was older and pretending to be my dad. We moved into 


this community and basically just had to live normal lives while 
cosying up to the target family so we could steal their secrets. They 
had a teenage son about my age, so someone had the bright idea to 
send me in as a girl.” 


She was stroking a finger along the band of her ring, and lIruka 
suddenly had a very bad feeling about where this story was going. 


“| got so deep into that persona,” Snail said quietly. “| made friends — 
real friends — and | had a life that | liked. | spent three years living 
that lie, except | couldn't tell anymore where the lie ended and where 
the real me began. If you're acting a part every day, eventually 
you're not acting anymore. It shapes you. One day | was only acting 
like a girl, and then | really was a girl, and | spent a lot of time 
freaking out about that. 


“And then there was the boy. The son of the family | mentioned? The 
one | was supposed to befriend so he would want to show off all his 
secrets to the cute girl who lived down the street? | fell for him. Hard. 
And that wasn’t supposed to happen if | was a guy, right? | can’t 
begin to describe to you how it felt the first time he kissed me. | was 
so scared he'd somehow be able to tell that | wasn’t a real girl, but 
he never figured it out. Part of me wanted to tell him so | knew that 
he loved me for who | really was, but at the same time, him finding 
out was my worst nightmare. Literally. | woke in the night so many 
times from stress dreams about that exact thing.” 


“You got engaged to him,” Iruka said. It was the only thing he could 
think to say. 


“Yeah.” Snail smiled sadly down at her ring. “We dated in secret for a 
while, but eventually his dad found out. | was seventeen by then, he 
was eighteen. His dad had got close to my fake dad, he thought we 
had political clout back in Konoha. He decided that we should get 
married to cement the relationship between our families, and my 
fake dad obviously couldn't say no or he’d risk offending him.” 


“So what happened?” 


“We got engaged, and then my mission partner tore me a new one 
and reported me to our handler, who pulled us out of there as soon 
as he could.” 


“But why?” Iruka asked, shocked. “You really liked him. Couldn’t you 
have stayed behind? If you wanted to, | mean.” 


Snail sighed heavily. “I didn’t want to get married. | loved him — and | 
still love him — but how could | have done that to him? | wasn’t who 
he thought | was at all. Besides, if I'd tried to stay, Konoha would 
have called me a defector and had me killed. It was a mission, Iruka. 
One I'd fucked up by falling for the enemy and compromising 
myself.” 


“But that isn’t fair,” Iruka argued. “You had a whole life there! You 
only got so into it because you were good at your job.” 


“Was |?” Snail asked. “I think | was very bad at my job. Because for 
me it stopped being a job at all. | lost track of who | was and what | 
wanted. | started being someone | wasn’t supposed to be, and then 
she...died, | guess. I'll never be that person again. I'll never look in 
the mirror and see her face, I'll never be able to say ‘hey, remember 
that time...?’ because no one | Know ever met her. All her memories 
live in my head but they’re not attached to anything. It’s like trying to 
reach out and touch a dream once you've woken.” 


“But you still have her body, don’t you?” Iruka asked. “Is this the 
henge you used for her?” 


Snail shook her head. “I’m not allowed to use that henge anymore. | 
don't know how they explained my sudden disappearance to my 
boyfriend and his family, but they probably killed me off, so if anyone 
who knew her happened to see me walking around when | should be 
dead, there’d be questions asked.” 


“You could use it here though. No one would find out.” 


“| did once. | just missed being her so much. But it didn’t work out. | 
cried a lot and had a panic attack, and Kakashi really had no idea 
what to do with me.” Her smile was crooked. “I think it’s best if | 
leave her alone for now. I’m bothering him enough by coming round 
to his house and making my other henges.” 


She swivelled around on the stool so she could look at the mirror. 
Even after this explanation, lruka didn’t fully get the obsession with 
adjusting the henge constantly. 


“Why do you need to keep changing it?” he asked. 


Snail was staring at the mirror, and Iruka thought he might have lost 
her, but then she spoke up again. 


“You have to understand, | didn’t see my real body in over five years. 
| was twelve when | left the village and seventeen when | got back. | 
had changed so much. When | looked in the mirror for the first time, | 
didn’t recognise myself.” 


She pressed a hand to the glass, leaving fingerprints smudged 
across her reflection’s face. 


“Even before | finished my mission, I’d stopped feeling like a real 
person,” she said. “Il was lies upon lies upon lies. And when | got 
home it was even worse because my life here is supposed to be 
real. But it feels the same as the fake life | left behind. So | make 
myself new bodies, waiting for one to feel right. | don’t know what it 
should look like or whether it should be male or female. | just know 
that when | get it right, I'll recognise myself in the mirror again. That’s 
all | want. To look at myself and think ‘yes, that’s me’.” 


lruka didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. He didn't know 
if the words existed to comfort someone who felt like that. Until 
today, he hadn’t known those kinds of feelings existed, and he 
wondered if Snail was the only one or if there were other people out 
there who needed a whole new body to feel like themselves. 


“| think you're a really pretty girl,” he said, and then blushed like an 
idiot because he’d never told a girl to her face she was pretty before. 
It hadn't even been the right thing to say, he was sure — she'd just 
said that she still hadn’t found the right henge yet. Who cared what 
he thought about this one? 


But Snail turned away from the mirror — something he was starting to 
realise was a big deal for her — and when she smiled at him it wasn't 
as sad as it had been. 


“Thanks, Iruka,” she said. “You’re very sweet when you don’t think 
I’m conspiring to lure Kakashi away with my cleavage.” 


Which, of course, made Iruka look down at her chest. He didn’t even 
mean to, it just happened. Then, in an act of sheer self-preservation, 
he spun around and marched straight out through the door before 
any words had chance to come out of his mouth. Behind him, Snail 
cackled. 
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lruka hadn’t expected to fall asleep easily in the Hatake compound, 
and he had been right. He lay in the dark on top of his futon — the 
compound was cooler than his flat but not by much — and stared at 
the ceiling, half-expecting the lights to flicker or to hear the pad of 
footsteps from the hall. 


Kakashi lay silently beside him, and Iruka would have bet his meagre 
savings that he was awake too, but he could hear Snail’s soft 
breathing from Kakashi’s other side and was fairly sure he was 
asleep. Snail had changed into a dark-haired male henge for the 
sleepover, and Kakashi had lent them both loose shorts and t-shirts 
to sleep in. Iruka had felt a soft quickening of his pulse as he’d pulled 
on the clothes, hyper aware that they had rested against Kakashi’s 
skin. 


Snail had insisted they all sleep in the same room, and Iruka 
suspected his motivations were equally split between wanting to 
keep an eye on Kakashi and not wanting to be left alone. He hadn't 
been joking when he'd said he was scared of ghosts. As night had 
fallen, he’d got jumpy, which hadn’t helped Kakashi’s stress levels. 
Kakashi had been quiet since dinner, but Iruka had felt the tension 
rolling off him. Even now, he had lain down on his futon with his 
sharingan eye still tightly bound with a bandana. Iruka didn’t know 
what was going through his head. He thought about whispering 
through the darkness, but before he’d decided what to say, he finally 
fell asleep. 


He woke suddenly some time later. The night was still silent and 
sticky as tar, and he wasn’t sure if it had been minutes or hours. He 
thought he’d been dreaming — only wisps remained, cold and 


underground, light glinting on a knife or a cage — but he was sure it 
wasn't the dream that had woken him. 


He lay very still for what felt like a long time, his sweat slowly sticking 
his hair to the back of his neck. He was facing the wall, and hardly 
any light filtered through the window. There were no streetlights in 
the compound, and he wasn't used to the absence of brash, electric 
light around the edges of the curtains. Even this short distance from 
the main roads, the night was a different animal: larger, lighter- 
footed, and unafraid to slink into the house. 


There was a sound. Not from inside the room, but from inside the 
house. It was a whispering, sighing sound, more like fabric rasping 
along the floor than a voice. Iruka slowly rolled over, trying not to 
make a noise, to check if either of the others had heard it. 


Kakashi was gone. Snail was still curled up on his futon, but there 
was only a slight indent in Kakashi’s pillow to show he had ever lain 
there. 


lruka sat up. Snail didn't move -— still asleep. Iruka considered waking 
him, but perhaps he wasn't fully over Snail playing the saviour earlier 
because in the end Iruka left him sleeping and tip-toed out of the 
room by himself. 


The corridor was even darker than the bedroom. Iruka touched a 
hand lightly to the wall as he walked, keeping himself oriented in the 
dark. Even the walls were warm, as though the house itself were a 
living creature. He felt the pulse of blood in his fingertips, and 
couldn’t say for sure if it ran in his veins or through the cavities 
between the walls. He thought about switching on the lights, but 
even though they’d placated Hatake Kimiko’s spirit, he didn’t dare 
risk riling her up again. Kakashi must have felt the same because 
he’d left only darkness and closed doors in his wake. 


lruka’s only comfort was that the sound hadn’t come from outside. 
He didn’t think he could cope if Kakashi had gone back to the grave 
at the end of the grounds and lain down in the earth again. Still, he 


couldn't help his thoughts straying to the most claustrophobic might- 
have-beens: the earth tumbling down and smothering Kakashi’s 
cries for help, too far from the house for anyone to hear. Iruka and 
Snail sleeping through the last trickle of his air, unknowing that he lay 
dying just outside. 


Would the haunting stop if Kakashi died, Iruka wondered, or would 
there be one more ghost who roamed the halls at night? 


Finally, he turned the corner and found himself in the familiar hallway 
that stretched past the kitchen and down towards Snail’s henge 
room. The door to that room was open, and not only that but light 
spilt out. It was faint, barely more than a firefly’s glow, but Iruka 
hurried towards it with relief. 


When he stepped inside, he found Kakashi standing in front of the 
mirror. The dust sheet had pooled on the floor beside it, and the light 
came from a single candle, which sat in an old-fashioned holder on a 
nearby bookcase and failed to do more than cast shadows over the 
room. 


Kakashi was gripping the mirror’s frame with one hand. His other 
hand was clutching his bandana as though frozen in the act of 
pulling it off. His breathing was audible even from the doorway, and 
lruka faltered, sure Kakashi must know he was there but not sure 
what he was walking in on. 


- 


Abruptly, Kakashi’s fingers clenched around the bandana and he 
yanked it up off his head in one quick movement and let it fall to the 
floor. Iruka felt the spike of chakra that meant Kakashi had opened 
his sharingan eye, although Kakashi was so close to the mirror that 
he blocked the reflection. Therefore, Iruka didn’t see what happened 
next: only the reaction. 


Kakashi let out a strangled cry and jerked back from the mirror so 
violently that he stumbled and almost fell. Instinctively, Iruka lunged 
forwards and caught him by the arm to steady him. Kakashi flinched 
at his touch and whirled around. His eye was blood red, the pupil 
blown wide and the tomoe spinning in a hypnotic loop. Iruka found 
himself caught in that gaze, fascinated even in his alarm. 


Then Kakashi ripped away from him, taking two clumsy steps 
backwards. 


“Do you see it?” he rasped, and Iruka felt suddenly as though he’d 
been here before, experienced this exact conversation. “Can you 
see him?” 


He touched his face with both hands, as though trying to hide what 
was already hidden beneath the mask. 


“See what?” Iruka asked. “I don’t see anything, Kakashi.” 


“| saw him,” Kakashi said. “Iruka, | saw his face in the mirror. | saw 
him!” 


“Who?” 
“Who do you think?” 


lruka glanced at the mirror, but Kakashi was turned away from the 
glass and only his back was reflected. 


“| was dreaming of him,” Kakashi said. “Before | woke up. Or maybe 
after. | don’t Know anymore, | can’t tell.” 


He was speaking rapidly, and he couldn't stay still, gesturing wildly 
and half turning to the mirror before he caught himself and turned 
back to Iruka. He repeated the action several more times as he 
spoke, as though he, like Snail, was caught in the thrall of his own 
distorted image. 


“He was talking to me. | don’t remember what he said, but he was 
speaking to me and then | realised | can’t remember what his voice 
sounds like, because he wasn't using his voice, he was using mine. 
My lips were moving, and it was my voice, but it wasn’t me talking, it 
was him. He was whispering with my mouth.” 


“You were dreaming,” lruka said, trying to keep his voice calm. The 
hot air was suffocating, and he had to choke it down. “I’d have 
woken up if you were speaking out loud in the bedroom. | promise 
you, it was a nightmare.” 


Kakashi was already shaking his head. “He’s here, Iruka, | can feel 
him under my skin. It hurts.” He raised a hand to his eye, the 
sharingan flashing red between his fingers. “God, it hurts so much. 


It’s like he’s trying to claw his way out. Like I’m the rocks that buried 
him — like I’m his grave.” 


“Don’t talk about yourself like that,” Iruka said sharply. He was 
making his own repetitive motions now, reaching out towards 
Kakashi and then faltering, drawing back, repeating the cycle again 
and again like a mechanised figure in a cuckoo clock. 


“But it’s true! Just look at me!” Kakashi lunged forwards and grabbed 
lruka’s arms, his fingers hooked like claws into the bare flesh. His 
eye was burning into Iruka’s like a sun spot, all-encompassing, 
blinding. “Look at my face and you'll see him underneath.” 


He seemed to have forgotten that he was wearing a mask, or maybe 
it made no difference either way. Iruka was suddenly very aware that 
Kakashi was bigger than him and stronger than him, and for the first 
time this knowledge frightened him. He tried to jerk away, but 
Kakashi wouldn't let go, and Iruka didn't know what he would do 
even if he freed himself. Whatever had driven Kakashi into the grave 
earlier had not gone away; Iruka and Snail had done nothing to snuff 
it out. They had only driven it deeper to work itself into this manic 
terror, but Kakashi wasn’t strong enough to keep it contained forever. 
Not even for a night. 


lruka’s gaze snagged on the dust sheet, and he had the wild idea 
that perhaps the mirror was the root of the problem. If he could only 
cover it then he could bring Kakashi back to a place where he could 
be reasoned with. He tried to push past Kakashi, which was an 
unexpected enough movement that he half managed it, knocking 
one of Kakashi’s arms away and half spinning him round. 


Then Iruka caught sight of their reflections in the mirror. 


The candlelight wasn’t bright enough to be flame-coloured by the 
time it reached their skin. It bathed half of Iruka’s face in burnt umber 
and rusted the edge of his shoulder, but most of his body was barely 
a suggestion of shape. Kakashi was closer to the light. It glinted off 
his sharingan like a cat’s eye, glittering in the dark. Yet somehow it 


did not touch his hair, which remained sin-black, and it failed to catch 
on the seam between mask and skin so that all of his face looked the 
same corpse-pale. The head tilted, and a shadow above the chin 
became lips, which parted as lruka watched. 


“Do you see me now?” Kakashi whispered. 


lruka wrenched his arm away and shouted: a wordless shriek of 
terror. Kakashi also recoiled, as though the words had been 
whispered in his ear — maybe they had, oh God, maybe they hadn't 
come from Kakashi’s lips at all — but instead of following Iruka away 
from the mirror he barrelled towards it and gave it a shove that sent it 
toppling back. 


It was a tall mirror, taller than Kakashi, and it fell in a slow, graceful 
arc onto its back. The glass splintered with a loud crack, although 
lruka didn’t see it break. He had scrambled back until his spine 
collided with the doorframe, and he barely felt the jolt of pain through 
his shoulder blades. The candlelight splashed itself across its small 
reach with wild abandon. 


There were running footsteps in the hallway, and then Snail burst 
into the room. Even though Iruka knew it was him, he hadn't 
acclimatised to this henge yet and the dark hair and strange face 
made his heart gutter as madly as the candle. 


“What’s going on?” Snail asked, and it was the same voice he used 
when he was on duty. The way he glanced around the room, taking 
everything in at speed, was also pure ANBU, and Iruka, for maybe 
the first time in his life, was so relieved that an ANBU had shown up 
in his hour of need. 


Snail gave him a brief once over before focusing his attention on 
Kakashi. Kakashi hadn’t turned around when he entered; he was still 
standing over the mirror, both hands pressed over his face. Iruka 
wasn't sure if he was trying to keep himself from looking into the 
spiderwebbed glass or if he was keeping Obito contained. Either 


way, it was costing him. His shoulders were heaving with every 
breath. 


“Obito,” Iruka managed, because one of them had to speak. “He’s 
real. | saw him. In the mirror.” 


“Fuck that shit,” Snail said, shuddering. He bent and scooped the 
bandana off the floor and then crossed the room to Kakashi in three 
quick strides. “Gimme your face.” 


Kakashi didn’t move, so Snail wrapped the bandana around both his 
eyes, hands and all, and tied it like a blindfold. 


“It's over now,” he said. “Whatever happened, it’s over.” When 
Kakashi still didn’t respond, Snail squeezed his shoulders. “Kakashi, 
talk to me.” 


“He’s still here,” Kakashi said, his voice muffled. “I can feel him. He’s 
inside me.” 


“Well, that’s inappropriate,” Snail said. “We’ll have to get him out.” He 
looked over at Iruka. “Get that book you had earlier. It’s time we tried 
your exorcism.” 


lruka nodded and slipped out of the room. He was clumsy in the 
darkness, which was even more total now his eyes had grown used 
to the candlelight, but he still felt safer cocooned in the night than 
he'd felt in the henge room. He was sorry now that he’d ever 
doubted Kakashi. If he’d believed him from the beginning then 
maybe he’d have been able to help sooner. 


He grabbed the Compendium and his seals kit from the bedroom 
and hurried back. Snail was speaking quietly to Kakashi when he 
returned, but Kakashi still had his hands pressed over his face and 
wasn't responding. 


“OK, what do we need to do?” Snail asked. 


“Um.” Iruka opened the book as close to the candle as he could 
without risking it catching fire and then squinted at it. “First | need 
more light. | can’t read this.” 

“Turn on the overhead,” Snail said, but Kakashi’s head snapped up. 
“No!” 


lruka wasn’t keen to add another ghost to the mix either. 


“| don't think we should use the electricity,” he said. “You heard about 
what happened last time, didn’t you?” 


“Yeah, shit, you’re right. OK, let me grab some more candles.” 
He hurried out of the room, and Iruka hoped he wouldn't be long. He 
wasn't sure what to do or say now he was alone with Kakashi — well, 
not alone. There was still a third presence in the room, centred 


mostly around the mirror, as though the shape on the floor was a 
person lying on his back and watching them accusingly. 


“Will this work?” Kakashi asked. 

He hadn't looked up, and Iruka jumped when he spoke. 

“Yes,” he said, with more desperation than confidence. “It worked for 
the shaman, so it'll work for me. I’m really good at seals, Kakashi — | 


can do this.” 


Kakashi moved his hands a little, flexing his fingers. Between the 
bandana and the mask, none of his face was visible. 


“He might try to stop you,” he said. 
lruka really hoped he wouldn't. 


“In the book, Okazaki said the shaman spoke to the spirit,” he said. 
“If Obito wants to talk to us, we'll just persuade him to move on.” 


“| think you should tie me down.” 


“Why?” Iruka asked, his throat dry. “Do you feel something right 
now? Or hear something?” 


Slowly, Kakashi shook his head. 

“He hasn't got what he came here for,” he said. 
“What's that?” 

“Revenge.” 


The room was too stuffy. Iruka could barely breathe. He crossed to 
the window and fumbled it open, sucking in a lungful of cooler air. 
The squat shape of the dojo seemed further away than it did by 
daylight. 


“He won't hurt you, Kakashi,” he said. “! won't let him.” 


When he turned back, Kakashi had lowered his hands from his face, 
though he hadn't adjusted the blindfold. His face was turned towards 
lruka, eyeless but unmistakeably looking at him. 


“| wish | could say that | won't let him hurt you either,” he said. 


Snail returned with several thick, white candles, which he placed on 
mismatched saucers around the room and lit with the same 
controlled fire jutsu he’d used for the lanterns on the pond. That night 
felt like a lifetime ago. Iruka had aged since then. 


The candlelight was still dim, but it was bright enough now for Iruka 
to read the book. He skimmed the passage, wishing this were an 
instructional guide. The details of the ceremony were scattered 
through the text, though at least the diagrams of the seals were easy 
enough to make sense of — he couldn't read them since they mostly 
weren't real symbols in the first place, but he could see where they 
were supposed to go. 


Snail had been quietly letting him read, but as soon as Iruka looked 
up, he asked, “So how does this work?” 


“| have to draw these symbols on Kakashi’s chest,” Iruka said, 
pointing to the page. “And these ones on the floor around him. That'll 
force Obito to the surface, but | don’t know if they’ll pull him all the 
way out. We've got to try and convince him to leave, | think.” 


“Oh great,” Snail said. “That doesn’t sound terrifying in the slightest. 
What do we do if it doesn’t work?” 


“It will work,” Iruka said firmly. It had to. There weren't any other 
options. “Kakashi...uh, | need you to take off your shirt.” 


Kakashi obediently tugged off his shirt and let it fall to the floor. As he 
adjusted the bandana, which had been knocked askew, Iruka stared 
at his bare chest. With his clothes on, Kakashi didn’t look that 
muscley — bigger than Iruka, sure, but compared to the adult ANBUs 
he was small. With an unobstructed view of his torso, though, Iruka 
realised how lean he was. His abdominal muscles were clearly 
defined, and his shoulders seemed broader compared to his narrow 
waist. Iruka had the strangest urge to touch him. 


Kakashi broke through his reverie. “Tie me down,” he said again. 
“Please.” 


So lruka did. He cleared a space around Kakashi, pushing the 
broken mirror back with his foot, and then sat Kakashi down on the 
stool. Kakashi directed him to the chest of drawers where some of 
his mother’s clothes were stored. He found an obi — not her wedding 
obi, but a thin blue one — and used it to bind Kakashi's wrists behind 
his back, half-expecting Kimiko to explode the room into angry light 
at this use of her clothes. But if she was watching, she must have 
accepted that this was for the greater good, because no electric fury 
manifested. 


“You sure you want to keep the blindfold on?” Snail asked. 


“Yes,” Kakashi said at once. “Don't take it off, no matter what.” 


lruka laid out his bottle of ink and dipped his calligraphy brush into it, 
wiping the excess off on the rim. He placed the Compendium on his 
other side, a safe distance from the ink, and then bent over it, 
memorising the first of the symbols, before raising his brush to 
Kakashi's skin. 


He had never painted seals on a person before. Kakashi tensed at 

the first wet stroke of the brush, but he kept still and didn’t speak as 
lruka daubed the symbols onto his chest. He kept double-checking 

the Compendium, bending uncomfortably over its pages until Snail 

knelt down and held it up for him. 


None of them spoke, but the silence distracted Iruka more than 
voices would have done. It was eerie; he kept expecting to hear a 
whisper from the broken mirror. He tried not to glance at Kakashi’s 
face in case he felt two people watching him from behind the 
blindfold. 


Once he was done with Kakashi’s chest, he moved onto the floor. 
Even in the midst of the ceremony, he felt bad about ruining the 
floorboards. He wondered how much it would cost to replace them; 
whether Kakashi would even bother or if he would keep them the 
same way he kept the detritus of all the other terrible things that had 
happened to him. 


He was distracted enough that he didn’t notice when Kakashi started 
fidgeting on the stool until Snail spoke up. 


“Kakashi? You OK?” 


Kakashi’s arms were working as he twisted his wrists against the 
knots behind his back. He was breathing hard again. 


“| don't feel good,” he rasped. 


Snail put the Compendium down, eyes never leaving Kakashi. 


“What are you feeling?” 


“My chest is tight,” Kakashi said between gasps. “Like something is 
pressing on my ribs.” 


lruka had paused in his work. His gaze flicked down to Kakashi’s 
chest, where the ink was drying rapidly against his pale skin. 


“It's working,” he said quietly. “It’s forcing Obito out.” 


He'd hoped his words would calm Kakashi, but they had the opposite 
effect. Kakashi wrenched his arms more violently, and Iruka 
suddenly wasn't sure that the obi would hold. He'd tied it with the 
hardiest knots he knew, but Kakashi was strong and the fabric was 
old. 


Snail clearly felt the same because he moved behind Kakashi and 
grabbed his arms to try and hold him still. 


“Calm down,” he said. “You’re OK. Take it easy.” 


But Kakashi couldn't take it easy. He tried to jerk out of Snail’s hold, 
but Snail’s centre of gravity was lower, kneeling on the floor while 
Kakashi sat on the stool, and he managed to keep Kakashi down 
even when he tried to stand. 


“Iruka, keep going,” Snail grunted. “I’ve got him.” 


lruka dragged his gaze back down to the floor and forced himself to 
carry on painting. There were six lines of seals he needed to draw 
emanating away from Kakashi like rays of light from the sun, and he 
had only finished one. He reached out and snagged the 
Compendium, pulling it closer and taking a deep breath to steady his 
hand before he started the next set of symbols. His instinct was to 
hurry but he supressed it, Asuka-sensei’s voice in his ear lecturing 
him never to draw seals with haste unless he knew them inside out. 


If you need a seal that urgently, then one mistake could get you 
killed, she’d always said. Better to take it slow and trust your 
teammates to buy you the time you need. 


“| can't breathe,” Kakashi gasped somewhere above him, and lIruka 
gritted his teeth and didn’t let himself look up. 


“I’m not surprised, with all that fabric over your face,” Snail said. 
“Here, let me —” 


“No!” 


lruka couldn't help but jerk his head up at that. The shout had been 
so loud that it sent fresh waves of adrenaline coursing through his 
veins. Snail had grabbed Kakashi’s blindfold and tugged it free, and 
Kakashi was thrashing his head as Snail tried to hook his fingers 
over the top of his mask. 


“Kakashi, please,” Snail begged. “I’m trying to help you.” 


“| can't,” Kakashi said, and his breaths were coming in great 
whooping gulps. “I can’t...” He couldn’t seem to spit out any more of 
his sentence. 


Snail suddenly yanked on his arms and Kakashi toppled backwards, 
yelping and freezing up, and Snail caught him with his chest and 
finally tugged down Kakashi’s mask in his moment of helplessness. 


“Iruka,” Snail snapped, and Iruka realised he’d been staring. 


“Sorry,” he said, scrambling back to his seals. “You’re kind of 
distracting!” 


He hadn’t caught more than a glimpse of Kakashi’s face between 
Snail’s fingers. Kakashi’s eyes had been squeezed shut and his 
mouth had been open, trying to breathe, but amid the flickering 
candlelight and the shadows, his features had all seemed separate 
pieces of a puzzle not yet completed. Iruka’s brain was too frazzled 


to fit them together into a whole he could picture now when he 
turned away. 


“Let go of me!” Kakashi yelled, and his voice sounded different 
without the mask. 


“| would if you'd just sit still,” Snail grunted. “The more you distract 
lruka, the longer this will take.” 


Kakashi was really squirming now, and Iruka hoped he wouldn't 
smudge the ink. He’d finished his second line of seals and he blew 
on them hastily before moving around to Kakashi’s side. As he did, 
Kakashi kicked out — maybe aiming at him on purpose, maybe not, it 
was impossible to tell — and Iruka raised an arm instinctively to block 
the blow. 


Kakashi’s eyes shot open when his foot connected with flesh. Iruka 
felt the sizzle of his chakra, stronger now than he’d ever felt it from 
the sharingan before. Kakashi’s eye seemed to glow in the dim light, 
and although he looked straight at Iruka, Iruka wasn't sure if he saw 
him. 


Snail wrapped his arms bodily around Kakashi from behind and held 
him, but he could do nothing about Kakashi’s legs. Iruka skirted 
around him warily, but Kakashi didn't try to kick him again. Instead, 
he had gone very still apart from the heaving of his chest. He turned 
his head very slowly, craning to see over his shoulder. 


“Obito,” he said. 


lruka didn’t look. He didn’t want to see, didn’t want to know. He 
focused with every particle of his being on the brush in his hand and 
the symbols he was painting across the floor, his lines wavering as 
his hand shook. In the corner of his eye, he saw something shifting 
at the back of the room, just outside the light of the candles. Where 
the mirror had fallen. 


“Please don’t be creepy,” Snail begged, and Iruka wasn’t sure if he 
was talking to Kakashi or the thing at his back. “Please, for the love 
of God, isn’t this scary enough already?” 


“Don’t look,” Iruka said, barely above a whisper, in case it could hear 
him. “Don’t look, don’t look.” 


“You couldn't pay me to look. Please tell me you're almost done.” 
“Halfway done,” Iruka said, and Snail groaned. 


He finished his third set of seals and was about to move on to the 
next spot, but couldn’t. The next two lines of seals both started at 
Kakashi’s back, moving out from him diagonally. In order to paint 
them, Iruka would have to move closer to the shadow he still hadn't 
dared to look at — and work with his back to it. 


“Snail,” he said, his tongue thick in his dry mouth. “I can't. It — it’s 
there. It’s right there.” 


“It?” Snail asked. 


“Him,” Kakashi said. His breathing was less wild now, as though 
something had been fighting to get out of his chest and had finally 
broken free. 


lruka couldn't avoid it any longer. He couldn't move a step closer to 
the figure at the back of the room unless he looked at it. So he 
clenched his fingers tightly around his brush and lifted his head. 


The figure was more shadow than light. It stood on the shattered 
remains of the mirror, perfectly still and silent, and watched them. 
lruka couldn’t clearly see its face, but it was a child, a little younger 
than himself, with dark hair. He had been gazing at Kakashi — Iruka 
wasn't sure how he knew — but as Iruka stared at him, Obito turned 
his head and a single red eye glinted in the light. lruka was lanced 
through by his attention: a butterfly caught and pinned. 


“Iruka,” Snail said loudly, and Iruka remembered to draw in a breath. 
“| can't,” he choked out. 
“Iruka, there’s nothing there. Whatever you're seeing, it isn’t real.” 


“What?” Iruka was still drowning in that red eye. There was 
something wrong with the skin around it. With the whole face. 
Something about the texture. 


“| can't see anything,” Snail insisted. “It isn’t solid. It can’t hurt you.” 
“He can hurt you,” Kakashi said flatly. 


“Why would he?” Snail argued. “You told me about him, Kakashi — 
you said he was a good guy. Why would he go after Iruka — if he 
even could?” 


“Because Iruka’s the only one strong enough to seal him,” Kakashi 
said. 


If Kakashi had said anything else, Iruka might have remained frozen 
there for the rest of time. But his neck swivelled round like he was a 
compass drawn to Kakashi’s north, and so that was the moment 
when he first saw Kakashi’s naked face. 


There was a tan line across the top of Kakashi’s nose, stretching 
across his cheekbones. Below it, Kakashi’s nose was long and 
slender, his lips were thin, and there was a beauty mark below the 
corner of his mouth. But it was the tan line that Iruka’s eyes kept 
returning to because it was such a stupid, beautiful, obvious detail he 
had never thought to expect. It made Kakashi’s whole face look 
young and lived in, like something real that Iruka could one day 
touch. Before that moment, Kakashi’s face had been like a covered 
painting in his mind: a legendary work of art, something more than 
merely mortal. But now it was a face that would feel soft if he 
pressed the pad of his thumb into the dip beneath Kakashi’s mouth. 


That was when the first crack rang out like a branch underfoot. Iruka 
shot to his feet before he understood where the sound had come 
from, and it was Kakashi’s moan of horror that made him turn stiffly 
back towards Obito. 


Another crack, this one slower, more of a crunch. Obito lurched to 
one side. There was something wrong with the shape of his arm, like 
it had too many joints in it. 


“What?” Snail demanded, looking back and forth between Iruka and 
Kakashi. “What’s happening?” 


lruka couldn't say it out loud, and neither, it seemed, could Kakashi, 
who had turned away and squeezed his eyes shut. 


“You don’t want to know,” Iruka said. “Snail, | need you to help me.” 
“What do you want me to do?” 


“Stand between me and — him.” He gestured a hand towards Obito. 
“| can do this, but not with my back to him. Not without someone to 
keep him away.” 


Snail let out a string of curses under his breath, but he let go of 
Kakashi and stood up, face screwed up in determination. 


“| hate my job sometimes,” he muttered, taking a cautious step 
forwards. “Where is he? | still can’t see anything.” 


“On the mirror.” 


Snail obediently approached the mirror, until there were only about 
three feet between himself and Obito. Iruka drew in a breath at the 
proximity, but Obito didn’t reach for him or show any sign of seeing 
him at all. Instead, he was staring through Snail, as though he were 
the ghost, his red gaze fixed on Kakashi. Again, Iruka wasn’t sure 
how, but he knew with the certainty of impossible knowledge in 
dreams. 


“Is this OK?” Snail asked, and there was a tremor in his voice as 
though he felt something even though he couldn't see what lIruka 
saw. 


“Yes. Just stay there.” 


It still took some effort for Iruka to move himself around to his next 
spot and turn his back on Obito. The muscles in his neck were 
screaming with tension, and it took all his willpower to keep his hand 
steady as the next slow series of wet cracks turned his stomach. On 
the stool, Kakashi had swivelled himself around to face Obito, 
scrunching his eyes shut at each new sound but then forcing them 
open again, as though needing to bear witness. 


“Two more sets,” Iruka said as he finished his first line of seals and 
moved around, back still to Obito but at a different angle. 


He regretted speaking when a particularly nasty splintering sound 
seemed to answer his statement. Kakashi started muttering under 
his breath, a slurred string of words that could have been curses or 
prayers. lruka glanced around just as a candle flickered, and Obito’s 
skin shone blackly, like it was wet. 


He still hadn’t spoken. Somehow, Iruka had expected him to speak, 
but perhaps the dead were voiceless. 


Snail was looking back at them over his shoulder. His legs were set 
wide on the floor and his shoulders were braced as though he were 
ready to force someone back. 


“Kakashi, are you OK?” he asked. 


“No,” Kakashi said thickly. “No, | don’t know...what do you want from 
me?” His gaze had flicked past Snail to Obito’s disfigured body. 


Obito lifted a hand and reached wordlessly towards Kakashi. He 
crooked his fingers, beckoning. 


Kakashi’s eyes widened, and Iruka felt again the chakra buzzing 
against his skin. He wondered if it was so strong because it didn’t 
belong to Kakashi alone. There were, after all, two sharingan eyes in 
the room. A pair. 


“| don’t want to go with you,” Kakashi said, and it sounded like a 
plea. His hands were writhing behind his back again, and Iruka 
suddenly thought it had been a mistake to tie him up. “I should, | 
know | should, but | don’t want to die. I’m not brave enough to die.” 


“No one’s asking you to die,” Snail said, even as the figure behind 
him beckoned again, his hand mere inches from Snail’s shoulder. 


“Please, don't let him back inside me,” Kakashi begged. “I don’t want 
to carry him around anymore. I’m so tired. I’m so tired of dragging his 
death around behind me every day.” 


“Iruka’s going to get rid of him,” Snail said. “But you have to let him 
go. | know you feel responsible for his death, but you didn't kill him. 
You didn’t kidnap Rin, you didn’t cause the cave in, you didn’t make 
him push you out of the way. It was a string of events you had no 
control over, but you got one teammate out alive. That was more 
than anyone should have asked of you.” 


“It wasn’t enough. | could have done it if I’d tried harder, if I'd been a 
better captain...” 


“You were a child!” Snail yelled, turning around fully to face Kakashi 
head on. “You should never have been sent to fight. They should 
never have treated us that way during the war. They told us we were 
good enough, that we were special and talented, but it doesn’t 
matter how good we were. We were so young. So fucking naive. 
Just because we fell for it then doesn’t mean we have to believe it 
now. They sent us to die, and when we came back alive and 
severely fucked up, they pretended we were fine and signed us up to 
ANBU without even giving us space to breathe. After everything 
they’ve done to us, you’re really going to tell me it was our fault?” 


Kakashi’s gaze had been fixed on Obito, but now it was drifting 
between them. He looked so young and so lost. 


“It feels like my fault,” he said. 


“| know.” Snail raked a hand through his hair. “God, | know. You look 
around at the other survivors and they all seem to be OK, and you 
think: it must be me. I’m the one who wasn't good enough. I’m the 
one who failed. But we all lost something during the war — 
teammates, body parts, our goddamn minds. And instead of piecing 
us back together, the powers that be slapped masks over our faces 
so they wouldn't have to look at how damaged we are. So we 
wouldn't recognise our pain in each other and realise we're not 
alone.” 


Kakashi closed his eyes and Iruka realised the sounds of breaking 
bones had stopped. 


“| don’t know if | can believe that,” Kakashi whispered. 


“Then I'll remind you every day,” Snail said. “And you can tell me I’m 
not completely crazy and maybe we'll start to believe each other. But 
| need you to let go of him for tonight. Just for one night. Let him 
leave and don't worry about where he'll go.” 


Kakashi drew in a slow, measured breath, and then let it out, as 
evenly as though he were counting inside his head. The weight of 
the silence shifted, lightened. Iruka looked up from the last drying 
symbols on the floor and saw that the shadow behind Snail had 
become just another dark corner. There was nothing there. 


“I’m done,” he said softly. “It’s over. He’s gone.” 


Snail glanced over his shoulder and then let the tension fall out of his 
body. 


“Thank fucking God for that,” he said. “There are only so many 
heebie jeebies | can take. Look, | have goosebumps.” He held up his 


arm and ran a finger over the skin. “And | couldn't even see him. 
Kakashi, you good?” 


Kakashi nodded. He still hadn’t opened his eyes, and his head was 
drooping down towards his chest like he was fighting to stay awake. 
lruka felt suddenly exhausted too. He had no idea what time it was, 
but he thought the darkness at the window wasn't as thick as it had 
been earlier. 


He moved round to untie Kakashi’s wrists as gently as he could. 
There were friction burns where Kakashi had fought against his 
bonds, and Iruka felt a guilty pang for having tied the obi too tight. 


Snail had picked up the bandana and he secured it back over 
Kakashi's sharingan eye. Kakashi let them both touch him without 
complaint, his whole body sagging with tiredness. As Snail reached 
for his mask, which was bunched under his chin, Iruka hurried back 
around the stool to get one last look at his face. Snail was apparently 
having the same thought, because his fingers hesitated before he 
quite touched the fabric. 


Kakashi opened his grey eye and tensed when he caught them both 
staring. Iruka had one perfect moment where Kakashi’s face tilted up 
to look back at him, illuminated by the warm glow of the candles, his 
lips slightly parted as though frozen on the cusp of speech. Although 
lruka had never seen Kakashi’s face before that night, there was 
something familiar about it, as though he’d known it in a different but 
similar guise for many years. 


“You look like your dad,” Iruka said in a hushed, awed tone, and 
didn’t understand why Kakashi’s expression creased before he 
jerked his head down and grabbed for his mask. 


A burst of light stole any follow-up out of Iruka’s mouth, and he 
whirled towards the window. For a crazy second, he thought it was 
the sun, but it was too electric yellow and far too close. He started to 
cross the room but stopped when he felt a sharp pain in his foot as 


he stepped on a shard of glass. It didn’t matter. He could see where 
the light was coming from, he just didn’t understand why. 


Every window in the dojo blazed with light. 


“Dad,” Kakashi whispered, and then his body slumped and fell off the 
stool, Snail diving to catch him too late. 


The lights in the dojo went dark. 
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They left the Hatake compound without any further activity. Kakashi 
was still unconscious when Iruka helped to lift him onto Snail’s back 
so they could carry him out of the house. They hadn’t been able to 
wake him, and neither of them had wanted to stay for a moment 
longer now the third ghost had woken, so the only other option was 
to take him with them. 


“He’s heavier than he looks,” Snail grumbled as he hauled Kakashi 
up the stairway to Iruka’s apartment. Kakashi’s head lolled over his 
shoulder, nodding with each step. 


They'd managed to pull his shirt back over his head, not bothering to 
wash off the ink first. Iruka had also pulled his mask back up, 
ashamed that he’d upset Kakashi with his ill-timed comment, though 
how could he have known that Sakumo was about to manifest? 
Unless he’d been the cause of the sudden light show, summoning 
Sakumo by speaking his name, in which case he felt even worse. 


Still, he couldn’t bring himself to regret having seen Kakashi’s face. 
Some things were worth the price even when they shouldn't be. 


“We're going to have to put him on the couch,” Iruka said as they 
reached his floor. He dropped his voice as he rooted through his 
messenger bag for the keys. “Mizuki will definitely wake up and 

come to have a nose around. Don’t say anything — let me do the 


lying.” 


“Sure,” Snail said, shifting Kakashi’s weight. “How exactly are you 
planning to explain why you’re bringing home an unconscious Copy- 
Nin, out of interest?” 


The lock clicked, and Iruka opened the door as quietly as he could. 
“I’m not sure yet,” he said. “But something will probably come to me.” 


They made it into the living room without Mizuki slamming open the 
bedroom door, and Snail laid Kakashi down on the couch with as 
much grace as he could manage — which wasn’t much. Kakashi 
slumped into a pile and Snail winced at his handiwork, trying to 
smooth Kakashi out into a more comfortable position. 


“If he wakes up with any weird bruises, tell him it was the ghost,” he 
said. 


lruka hadn’t bothered to turn on the light. The dawn was fast 
approaching, and the sky, though still dark, had shifted from black to 
indigo. The streetlights outside were still on, and between their 
fluorescent glow and the paling night, there was light enough to see 
by. 


Despite their best efforts, they'd made enough noise that Iruka was 
getting suspicious over Mizuki's continued absence. He wasn't a 
deep sleeper at the best of times, and lately the heat had made him 
even more prone to waking in the early hours. 


“Wait there a second,” Iruka said, and then passed out into the 
hallway, no longer bothering to keep his steps quiet. 


The bedroom door was ajar, and Iruka shoved it open, fully 
expecting Mizuki to tumble back, cursing, from where he’d been 
eavesdropping. But the door flew open unobstructed and banged off 
the wall, making Iruka wince. Maybe Mizuki had still been sleeping 
after alll. 


But no. The room was silent and the curtains open, letting in enough 
light to reveal the empty floor and the two futons rolled up against 
the wall. 


lruka frowned, racking his brains to try and remember if Mizuki had 
mentioned that he wouldn’t be home tonight, but all he remembered 
was their fight yesterday morning. Had Mizuki wanted to avoid him 
that badly? No, that didn’t track. Mizuki wasn’t the type to avoid 
confrontation. Iruka did switch the light on then, blinking against the 
glare as he searched for a note on top of the chest of drawers or 
stuck on the frame of the mirror, but there was nothing. 


Then he remembered the messaging seal. Had he taken it with him 
to Kakashi’s house? He couldn’t remember if he’d shoved it into his 
bag or if he’d forgotten it. He left the light on, letting its glow cross 
the hallway and spill into the lounge, and found his bag where he’d 
flung it down onto the floor by the couch. 


“Where’s Mizuki?” Snail asked. 
“Not sure,” Iruka said distractedly. “He isn’t here.” 
“Is that unusual?” 


“It’s a bit weird, but if it’s anything serious he’d have let me know. 
Probably. Aha!” 


The messenger seal lay crumpled in the bottom of the bag. Iruka 
pulled it out and tried to iron it with his hand. It had been cool when 
he grasped it, but at his touch it grew warm beneath his fingers. 
There was a message waiting for him. 


The ink formed itself obediently into letters when he pressed some 
chakra into the paper, but Mizuki’s message didn’t answer any of 
lruka’s questions. 


Stop ignoring my fucking messages, it said. 


lruka was going to have to give Mizuki a refresher on how the seals 
worked. They could only hold one message at a time, deleting 
anything that had come before and not been read. 


“Useless,” he muttered, then grabbed a pen and sent a response. 
Sorry, was busy. What’s going on? 


He sent it and waited a few beats, but no response was forthcoming. 
Unsurprisingly. It wasn’t even dawn yet; he’d have to wait until Mizuki 
woke up to find out what he’d missed. 


“| don’t think he’ll be back for at least a few hours,” he said, tucking 
the seal into his pocket so he wouldn’t miss it if it grew hot. “Kakashi 
should be awake by then, right?” 


“If he isn’t, we'll have to take him to the hospital,” Snail said. “But | 
think he’s just exhausted. He'll be fine once he’s had enough sleep.” 


“You can stay over too if you want,” Iruka offered. “Since we have a 
spare futon.” 


Honestly, he wasn't sure he wanted to be the sole person 
responsible for Kakashi’s safety. He’d done the basic first aid training 
at school, and a refresher since becoming a genin, but that was a 
while ago and he'd never actually had to use the skills they’d learnt. 
Plus, he wasn't totally sure he’d been paying attention and certain 
key pieces of information seemed lacking from his memories. He 
was fairly sure he knew what the recovery position looked like, but 
when were you supposed to use it? The very thought of having to 
perform CPR sent his brain into collapse. 


Some of his worry must have shown on his face because Snail 
nodded. 


“Sure. Saves me lying to my parents.” He smothered a yawn behind 
his hand. “Shit, I’m beat. Ghost-hunting is tiring work. Which reminds 
me — you did a great job tonight. Thanks for staying. | don’t know 
what I’d have done if I’d been there alone. | couldn’t even see the 
damn ghost.” 


lruka was too tired to do more with the praise than take it in his 
stride. Tomorrow, he might feel proud of himself, but he didn’t have 
the energy right now. 


“Why do you think you couldn't see it?” he asked, leaning back 
against the wall and knowing immediately it was a mistake. He might 
not be able to make it back into the bedroom. He could fall asleep 
right here. 


“Maybe | don’t have the sight,” Snail suggested. “I’ve had an 
experience with a ghost before, but | never saw anything. It was all 
feelings, you know? You might be more sensitive to that kind of 
thing.” 


“| guess,” lruka said. “I’d never seen a ghost either before this week. 
You'd think there’d be more of them in a shinobi village.” 


Snail pulled a face. He was sitting on the floor with his back against 
the couch and looked as loath to move as Iruka felt. 


“Konoha overflowing with ghosts,” he muttered. “I don’t want to think 
about that.” 


He leaned his head back against Kakashi’s hip, his eyes sliding shut, 
and Iruka wished he’d had the foresight to sit in that exact spot 
before he, too, closed his eyes and fell asleep. 


lruka was woken several hours later by a combination of the crick in 
his neck and the beam of sunlight hitting him in the face. He shut his 
slack jaw with a click and scrubbed away the drool that had crusted 
at the corner of his mouth. 


It turned out sleeping on the floor made him feel exactly as shitty as 
he’d predicted. He arched his back to try and loosen it up, and 
stretched his arms over his head, feeling his shoulders pop. His ass 
was numb, and he stood up and tried to punch some feeling back 
into it before he remembered that he wasn’t alone in the room. 


Frozen with a fist to his ass cheek, Ilruka glanced over at Kakashi 
and found him still deeply asleep in the same position he’d lain in 
last night. Well, that was both a relief and mildly concerning. lruka 
tip-toed over to him and bent over his face, expecting Kakashi’s eye 
to snap open. It didn’t. Concerned, Iruka held a finger close to 
Kakashi’s nose until he felt a small puff of air, and even then he only 
half relaxed. 


Should he try to wake Kakashi or let him sleep? He wished Snail 
was here so he could get a second opinion. Wait. Snail had been 
here when they’d fallen asleep. He’d been sitting almost exactly 
where Iruka was currently standing, but there was no sign of him 
now. 


lruka was about to go and search the rest of the flat when he noticed 
the piece of paper lying beside Kakashi’'s chest. He was sure that 
hadn't been there last night. Carefully, he picked it off the sofa 
cushion and found a note scribbled in terrible handwriting. 


Sorry to ditch you — got an ANBU shift. I'll be outside Anko’s house 
all morning if you need me. 


It was signed with a spiral that Iruka recognised as the design from 
Snail’s ANBU mask. 


lruka frowned at the note, wishing it had contained a detailed list of 
instructions on what to do with unconscious people. Anko’s flat 
wasn’t too far away — should he go and ask? Or was leaving Kakashi 
alone a big no? What time even was it? He wasn't sure how long it 
had been since Kakashi had passed out. It could just be that he 
hadn't slept enough yet. Iruka sure as hell didn’t feel well-rested. 


He decided he could leave Kakashi alone while he showered and 
dressed. Then he further considered his options as he downed a 
large glass of water and toasted some bread. As he was eating at 
the living room table, he suddenly remembered Mizuki's message 
from the night before. 


The seal was still in the pocket of yesterday’s shorts. As he dug 
them out of the hamper, Iruka felt the warmth of a new message. 
Good thing he’d remembered. When the message displayed, 
though, the mystery still wasn’t solved. 


Get over here now. 

Where’s here? |ruka wrote back. 
The response came within seconds. 
Anko’s place — where the fuck else? 


lruka hesitated with the pen in his hand. He’d have to leave Kakashi 
alone...but on the other hand, he could speak to Snail while he was 
there. And he wouldn't be gone for long — Kakashi would probably 
sleep for hours yet. If he did wake up, he could always send Iruka a 
message. For some reason, Iruka was a lot better at remembering to 
keep tabs on that seal than the one that connected him to Mizuki and 
Anko. He was sure he’d grabbed Kakashi’s seal when he'd thrown 
together an overnight bag at the Hatake compound, before he and 
Snail had brought Kakashi here. 


A quick check produced Kakashi’s seal. lruka left it on the table, 
along with a note explaining his absence and promising to be back 
soon. Then he hovered over Kakashi for another minute, not sure if 
he was doing the right thing, before he finally slipped on his shoes 
and left the house. 


He still wasn’t sure what time it was when he reached Anko’s 
building, but he thought it was early. The sun was deceptively high, 


but it rose early in the summer, and the streets were quiet enough 
that Iruka thought it hadn’t been up for long. 


He thought about dropping by Snail’s perch first, so he wouldn’t 
worry about Kakashi when he saw Iruka out and about, but his 
pocket burned twice more on the walk over. 


Hurry up, said Mizuki's first message, and then: /’m outside waiting 
for you. 


Mizuki was, in fact, standing a few metres from Anko’s building and 
watching the street impatiently. Iruka didn’t have chance to sneak 
away to Snail’s rooftop; as soon as he turned the corner, Mizuki 
started walking towards him with quick strides, as though too 
impatient to wait for Iruka to make it the full length of the street, 


“Do you have some kind of anti-eavesdropping seal?” was the first 
thing Mizuki said when they reached each other. 


lruka had expected a scolding, and blinked as the response he’d 
already queued up was rendered irrelevant. 


“What?” he asked stupidly. 


“| need to talk to you in private,” Mizuki said, though there was 
nobody else on the street. 


“Why don’t we go inside then?” Iruka asked. “We can be quiet if 
Anko’s still asleep.” 


Mizuki's expression did something funny, and Iruka suddenly 
wondered if he should have been more alarmed when he’d found 
that first message on the seal. 

“Did something happen to her?” he asked. 


“Didn’t you read my messages?” 


“Every time you send a new one, it deletes the old one. | have no 
idea what’s going on so just spit it out.” 


Mizuki glanced around, including up at the rooftops. 


“| need to tell you some things | don’t want ANBU to hear,” he said 
under his breath. 


That didn’t bode well, but Iruka didn’t ask again. He grabbed Mizuki's 
arm and tugged him wordlessly down a gap between two houses. 
This probably counted as trespassing, but if no one was awake to 
catch them then no one would mind. 


Mizuki waited impatiently while Iruka pulled out a barrier seal and 
made a few quick modifications. After blowing on the ink to dry it, he 
activated the barrier around them and the sound of the outside world 
— the birdsong, and the first whine of awakening insects — was cut 
off. 


“The barrier’s soundproof,” he said. “No one can hear us from 
outside. Now talk! What happened to Anko? Is she OK?” 


Mizuki cast a suspicious glance at the barrier, but staying quiet was 
not his strong suit and he couldn't keep his mouth shut any longer. 


“| think she’s getting herself in trouble again,” he said. “And I’m not 
sure what she’s done, but she did something yesterday and tricked 
me into helping her. Shit, | don’t want ANBU breathing down my 
neck too. She’s going to get us all into deep shit and not even give 
US a warning.” 


“What happened, Mizuki?” 


“| came over to her place yesterday,” Mizuki said. “And she asked 
me to help distract the ANBU so she could sneak out on her own. 
She said she wanted to go to the graveyard and pay her respects or 
whatever, but she wanted to be there alone. And | get that. She 


hasn't been to see her parents in over a year. That must have been 
tough.” 


lruka’s own visits to the graveyard were spasmodic at best — 
sometimes every day for a week, and sometimes not for a fortnight — 
but he knew that Mizuki had a set routine. Every Wednesday night, 
he visited his parents’ graves to clear away last week’s offerings and 
set out new ones. Iruka could set his watch by Mizuki’s grief. 


“| don’t think she'd get in trouble for that,” Iruka said. “It’s not like she 
was sneaking off to do something bad.” 


Mizuki pursed his lips. “Only if she was telling the truth.” 
“What makes you think she was lying?” 


“She told me to keep the ANBU busy for an hour or two. It was easy: 
she made a clone and sent it out with me to traipse around town, 
then when she was sure the ANBU had followed us, she was meant 
to let herself out of the flat and sneak off to the graveyard. | think it 
worked. | mean, | spotted an ANBU a couple of times — you know 
how they like to let her know they’re around and watching, the 
creeps — and then | made it back to the flat with the clone two hours 
after we'd left. Anko was meant to be back by then but she wasn't 
there.” 


lruka had to admit that two hours at the graveyard was plenty of 
time. It wasn't like there was anything there to do except feel sad. 


“Did you go looking for her?” he asked. 


“Yeah. | waited around for a while first and tried sending her 
messages, but she didn’t reply. She’s as bad as you. So | figured if 
she came home when she was already supposed to be home then 
she'd be busted and get in trouble, and the only way to stop that 
from happening was to go out again. But | was also a little bit worried 
so | thought I’d swing by the graveyard and maybe try and just 
glimpse her from a distance. | had to take the clone with me — who 


was acting super shady, by the way, she didn’t want me going 
anywhere near the graveyard.” 


“Well, if ANBU saw you with one Anko, both stalking another Anko, 
that might tip them off that something wasn’t quite right.” 


Mizuki gave him a very sarcastic look. 


“Is that what happened?” Iruka asked. “When you said Anko got you 
both in trouble, did you actually mean you got the two of you in 
trouble?” 


“No, | did not,” Mizuki snapped. “I didn’t even make it to the 
graveyard because | ran into Anko in the street halfway there. And 
before you open your big mouth, she was already busted because 
she was yelling her head off at Takeo.” 


lruka thought back to the group of boys he’d seen playing football 
yesterday. The way they’d stared at him. Had any of them been part 
of Takeo’s gang? He wasn't sure. But maybe it was for the best that 
he hadn't stuck around. 


“| didn’t think he’d be brave enough to have another go at her,” he 
said, only half-believing himself. 


“| don’t know who started it or whether he went after her on 
purpose,” Mizuki said. “But he had another group of cronies and he 
was holding a knife.” 


lruka sucked in a sharp breath. “Is she hurt?” 
Mizuki shook his head. He looked as sleep-deprived as Iruka felt, his 
skin sallow and the permanent bags under his eyes even darker than 


usual. 


“He didn't get a chance to use it. And even if he did, | don’t think he 
would have won. Anko was spitting fire — | don’t know what he said, 


but she was really balling him out. As soon as our ANBU shadow 
saw them, though, he was in between them, breaking it up.” 


“Which ANBU was it?” 
“How the fuck would | know? | don’t have them all memorised.” 


It could have been Eagle if he’d switched off Anko duty before he’d 
spoken to Iruka yesterday afternoon, but since he hadn't mentioned 
it, Iruka thought it likely it had been someone else. He wasn’t sure 
quite how many ANBU were on Anko-watching duty, but he’d have 
felt better if he’d known it was one of the friendly ones. There were 
certain ANBU it was better not to piss off — as Iruka knew from 
experience. 


“How much trouble did you get into?” he asked. 


“Not much,” Mizuki admitted. “Takeo got the worst of it. He kicked up 
a big fuss, said a lot of shitty things about ANBU. And then Anko laid 
out the sob story about wanting some alone time at the graveyard, 
and | think the ANBU felt sorry for her because he let us go home.” 


“So she did go to the graveyard.” 


“She said she did,” Mizuki said slowly. “Even when we were alone, 
she stuck to her story. Said she’d been there and lost track of time. 
But her shoes were really dirty and there were leaves stuck in her 

hair.” He hesitated. “I think she went up to the cave again.” 


“There are dirt and leaves at the graveyard too,” Iruka pointed out. 


“She was gone too long,” Mizuki insisted. “And there was just 
something weird about the way she was acting when | asked. You'd 
have seen it too if you’d been there.” That last sentence came out 
accusatorily and lIruka tried not to let the guilt show on his face. 


“| was busy,” he said defensively. “And you were mad at me anyway. 
| didn’t think you'd want me around.” 


“We live together,” Mizuki said. “It’s not like we can avoid each other 
every time we argue. Besides, we both know where you were. You 
ditched us for Kakashi again, don’t even try and deny it.” 


lruka’s face felt hot. “I didn’t ditch you. Kakashi needed me! Anko 
had you. And it’s not like | haven't seen her. | was at her house two 
days ago.” 


“Three days ago,” Mizuki corrected him coolly. 


lruka threw up his hands. “OK, three days ago! That’s not a long 
time! And | came straight here this morning when you asked me to 
even though | have other important things to be doing.” 


“More important than Anko?” 
“| didn't say that.” 


“It was heavily implied. What, will Kakashi need you again today? 
What the hell could he need you for anyway? He’s the hotshot boy 
genius ANBU - can’t he dress and feed himself?” 


“Can't Anko?” Iruka shot back. “Just because you have some 
conspiracy theory doesn’t mean | need to check on her every day. 
I’m doing my best, but some of us have more than two friends to 
take care of. And so what if Anko went back to the cave’? If that’s 
what she needs to do, then leave her alone and let her deal with her 
shit in her own way.” 


Mizuki's face was red now too. “You've been a real asshole recently, 
you know that? What’s so special about Kakashi that you'll drop 
everything for him, but when Anko needs you, you blow her off and 
tell yourself she’s fine? News flash, Iruka: she’s not fine! She’s been 
acting weird these past few days. Really restless, like she’s waiting 
for something, but she won’t tell me what it is.” 


“You ever think she’s just sick of being watched every hour of the 
day? I’m not surprised she wants some time to herself.” 


He thought Mizuki was going to hit him, but Mizuki’s hand slammed 
past him and into the barrier, pinning him there as Mizuki got in his 
face. 


“Why do you suddenly care about Kakashi more than you care about 
us?” he demanded. 


There was no way to explain what Kakashi was going through. No 
way to tell him that Anko might be upset and angry but Kakashi was 
falling apart. Not without breaking his promise to keep the haunting 
to himself. 


“That’s not how it is,” he protested. “Can we stop fighting about this? 
Please?” 


Mizuki glared at him for one long second and then stepped back with 
a derisive snort. 


“Fine, whatever,” he said. “Run back to your boyfriend if he needs 
you so much. It’s embarrassing how much you fawn over him, you 
know that?” 


“He’s not my — | don’t fawn.” 


“Please. You've been acting like a girl with her first crush ever since 
he came running to save you from the bogeyman last year.” He put 
on a high, mocking voice. “Oh, Kakashi, you’re so cool. Oh, Kakashi, 
hold me in your big strong arms.” 


lruka couldn’t breathe. He felt like he’d been split open and all of his 
insides were squirming out for everyone to see. He could feel them 
twisting as they struggled to burrow back into his stomach, his lungs; 
he was full of live insects shrinking back from the burning light of the 
sun. 


“Fuck off,” he managed, almost on autopilot. “Fuck. Off.” 


Incredibly, Mizuki seemed oblivious to the gangrenous wound that 
lruka had become. He merely rolled his eyes and tapped his 
knuckles against the barrier. 


“| will if you let me out,” he said. “If that’s really all you have to say.” 


lruka’s fingers were shaking so hard that he almost dropped the seal 
as he took down the barrier. Mizuki didn’t notice this either. He didn’t 
move for a beat, waiting for something, and then turned sharply 
around when Iruka gave him nothing. 


“Fine! Run back to Kakashi then. See if | care,” he snapped, and 
then he was gone. 


lruka stood in the gap between two strangers’ houses and tried to 
force air through the bugs in his lungs. Like a girl with her first crush, 
Mizuki said again in his head, and Iruka shut that thought down. It 
wasn't like that. He wasn’t like that. He thought of Snail’s pretty 
female henge and how tongue-tied he got around her. He’d even 
looked at her boobs, for God’s sake, like any normal teenage boy. 
There wasn’t anything wrong with him. Not that there was anything 
wrong with it, he corrected himself, but...well, but what? 


But he had enough to deal with today. So he shunted the thoughts to 
the back of his head, decided to have a long, hard stare into Snail’s 
cleavage the next time she was a she (and to not examine the 
straightness of that sentence because boobs were still boobs even 
when they had an XY chromosome), and determined to get on with 
the actual important things he had going on today. For starters, he 
would go talk to Snail. 


Then he remembered Snail’s engagement ring, and wondered if 
Snail would see too much of him right now when he felt like his 
insides were still on display. 


All right, then he would go check on Kakashi. 


And he thought of Kakashi lying on his couch, sleeping with the 
sunlight in his hair and Iruka’s seals still smudged on the pale skin 
under his shirt... 


“Fuck you, Mizuki,” Iruka said under his breath with more feeling 
than he'd ever said it before — and, boy, that bar was set high. 


He walked out into the street with his face still burning and his 
stomach still tight. Kakashi could wait for a little while longer. First, 
lruka needed some space to straighten his head out, pun viciously 
intended. 


Ha fucking ha. 


lruka ended up at Kakashi’s house through instinct rather than 
design. It would have made more sense if, after the terrors of last 
night, he’d stayed away from the compound, but perhaps because it 
was constantly on his mind, his steps led him there without any 
conscious decision. He was so buried in his thoughts that he only 
realised where his feet had taken him when he turned onto Kakashi’s 
street and sensed the familiar presence of the wards. 


He stood outside the gate for a while, wondering if he should turn 
around and go straight home. There was no point loitering outside an 
empty house, and yet he couldn't bring himself to walk away. The 
Hatake compound had always held a strong allure for him. Even 
before he’d met Kakashi he had sometimes walked this way just to 
catch a glimpse of the name on the gate. It had been a pilgrimage of 
sorts. 


lruka had grown up on stories of Hatake Sakumo. He had been too 
young to remember a time when Sakumo was alive, but he’d been 
the topic of playground rhymes and urban legends as far back as 


lruka could remember. There had been the girl who'd claimed to 
have seen his ghost in the graveyard, bloody sword still stuck 
through his stomach, and her story had prompted a school-wide test 
of courage: to lay a kunai on Sakumo’s grave after sunset and say 
White Fang three times. It was supposed to be a summoning of 
sorts, and when Iruka had tried it himself, he had been equal parts 
relieved and disappointed when Sakumo had failed to manifest. 


For Iruka, Sakumo had always been a ghost story. 


He let himself in through the back gate and felt the same way as 
when he’d taken a knife to Sakumo’s grave all those years ago. His 
veins were buzzing with trepidation, but also with a quickening thrill. 
Kakashi’s possession hadn’t made him feel this way; the exorcism 
had been downright terrifying. Yet this was different. He felt like he’d 
been searching his whole life for a glimpse of the White Fang; his 
fear was almost nostalgic. 


The mound of disturbed earth still marked where the grave had 
been, and Iruka gave it a wide berth as he wended his way through 
the trees, wary of the unstable ground. He was very conscious that 
he was alone in the compound, and if anything happened to him 
here, he would have to face it on his own. But he also felt a sense of 
rightness in that: he was here because of his own fascination with 
Sakumo, true, but he was also protecting Kakashi. If |ruka could 
scout out the danger — or maybe even find a way to banish 
Sakumo’s spirit on his own — then Kakashi wouldn't have to face his 
father’s suicide. Iruka never wanted to see Kakashi the way he had 
been last night ever again. 


The dojo was an unremarkable building. It had been built in the 
same traditional style as the main house, with a sloping roof and a 
raised veranda, single-storeyed and, as far as Iruka knew, unused. 
He had asked Kakashi once if he could see inside, but Kakashi had 
flatly told him no. He hadn’t given a reason why, and Iruka had 
wondered if there were clan secrets hidden inside: Sakumo’s famous 
chakra sabre, perhaps, or some other powerful weapon. 


Now, he suspected the real reason was more tragic. He had never 
asked Kakashi exactly where Sakumo had died, although he’d 
known it had been somewhere inside the compound. Privately, he 
had wondered if Sakumo had taken his life inside one of the unused 
rooms of the house, and had decided he didn’t want to know how 
close he had come to stepping on the spot where Sakumo’s heart 
had finally given out. It was simply too creepy to think about, and too 
sad. 


lruka made a slow circuit of the dojo before he finally stepped up to 
the door. Despite the daylight, he expected to feel something as his 
fingers curled around the handle, but no chill shivered down his 
spine. He pushed the handle down, but the door didn’t budge. It was 
locked. 


lruka turned to look at the main house, wondering where Kakashi 
kept the key. He had been feeling relatively brave out here in the 
grounds, but panic fluttered in his stomach as his gaze caught on the 
window of the henge room. Entering the house again might be 
beyond the reach of his courage so soon after the exorcism. His 
head knew Obito wouldn’t be there, but his gut didn’t want to risk it. 


Luckily, he didn’t need to go searching through the house for the key. 
A lock-picking seal had been one of the first ones he’d ever taught 
himself, and he could make one in his sleep. He pulled a blank sheet 
of chakra paper out of his pocket, lamenting how much he had used 
recently and making a mental note to visit the shinobi supply store 
soon, and then uncapped his fountain pen with his teeth and 
crouched down to ink the seal. 


When he pressed the seal against the lock, it opened with a stiff 
clunk. The hinges creaked when Iruka opened the door, and Iruka 
winced and guiltily glanced behind him even though he knew there 
was no chance of Kakashi hearing. There were certain instincts 
brought on by breaking into buildings that simply could not be 
repressed. 


The door opened into a small entrance hall, which led through into 
the dojo proper. A thick layer of dust carpeted the wooden floor and 
the empty shoe rack, and Iruka sneezed twice before he’d even 
stepped inside. The air smelt musty, and Iruka wondered when 
Kakashi had last set foot in here. How many years had it been since 
his father had died? Almost as many as Iruka had been alive — ten, 
eleven? Had anyone disturbed this space since the body had been 
removed? 


lruka lingered on the threshold, still expecting something to happen. 
If he was right and Sakumo had died in here, it ought to be a more 
potent haunting than the house. Perhaps not on the level of Obito, 
but something close. The anticipation he’d felt outside was 
dampening now the moment was no longer safely in his future: in the 
here and now, it was less like the stories of his childhood, perhaps 
because the context was different. He knew Kakashi now, and he 
knew how it felt to lose a father. It felt obscene that he had ever 
sought out Sakumo’s spirit for his own morbid amusement. If he did 
meet Sakumo here today, he would have to apologise for treating his 
grave like a toy. 


Finally, when he could put it off no longer, he crossed the threshold 
and stepped into the hall. When no supernatural forces tried to push 
him back, he ventured through into the dojo proper, leaving the door 
open so as not to slow down a hasty exit if one became necessary. 


There were windows on all four sides of the room, although they 
hadn't been cleaned for a very long time and the glass was grimy, 
reducing the outside world to a muted blur. The light was dull as it 
filtered through, though there was more than enough to see by. 


“Hello?” Iruka asked as he stepped further into the room. He kept his 
voice low, but it carried in the empty space. “Sakumo-san?” 


He'd been sure that invoking Sakumo’s name would be enough to 
rouse a response. For one thing, there was a certain disrespect in 
addressing a superior — in rank and in age — by his given name, and 
lruka would never have dared if Sakumo had still been alive. He was 


tensed for some kind of rebuke, but the seconds passed and nothing 
happened. 


“My name is Umino Iruka,” he said as he took slow steps towards the 
centre of the room. “I’m Kakashi’s friend. He isn’t here right now, but 

he’s OK. Sort of.” Iruka hesitated, considering. “Actually, he’s not OK 
at all,” he admitted. “That’s why | wanted to talk to you.” 


Kakashi’s father was much less forthcoming than his mother. lruka 
turned in a slow circle, watching the bare walls as he spoke. 


“| heard a story once,” he said, “that Kakashi wears a mask because 
you wanted to protect him. | don’t Know how true that is — the person 
| heard it from wasn't a trustworthy guy. But there must have been 
some truth in it because you were Kakashi’s dad, so protecting him 
was your job, right?” He waited for confirmation, and when none 
came, continued: “Kakashi needs protecting now. He needs to feel 
safe here, but he doesn’t. Maybe you think you’re keeping him safe 
by being here to watch over him, but it’s not working.” 


As he circled, he felt a sudden tug on his shoe. He froze, glancing 
down, fully expecting to see a spectral hand reaching up through the 
floor, and then snorted when he realised he’d trodden on his own 
shoelace. 


“| guess you're probably not the kind of ghost who'd untie someone’s 
shoelaces, huh?” he said, as he bent down to retie a tighter knot. 
“This would have been much easier if Kakashi only had a prankster 
poltergeist to deal with. | feel like | would have been better at chasing 
that off.” 


He was halfway to standing again when he saw it. Under the dust, 
only half a metre from his left foot, was a darker patch on the 
floorboards. Iruka stood with his legs bent for a long moment, staring 
at it and hoping it was a trick of the light or a patch of mould. 
Anything other than what he knew deep down it had to be. 


Eventually, when his knees began to ache, he straightened up and 
took a step towards it. He didn’t want to stand on it, but he had to 
move the grime to see it clearly, and so he rubbed his foot over the 
floor in a wide arc to brush most of the dust away. 


There was a large, dark stain on the floorboards. It was brown and 
shapeless, and faded at the edges either through time or someone’s 
efforts to try and remove it. Iruka stood over it and stared, brain 
blank, a hand raised to cover his mouth. 


Behind him, there was a soft sound, like a cautious footstep. Iruka 
whirled around, a scream in his throat, and when he saw the figure 
standing in the entranceway, he half let it out. 


Eagle held up his hands and came further into the dojo. 
“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” 


“Oh my God,” Iruka said, closing his eyes as his pulse thrummed in 
his ears. “Don’t sneak up on me like that! | thought you were —” He 
cut himself off, shook his head, and then opened his eyes and 
frowned. “How the hell did you get in here?” 


“| followed you through the back door,” Eagle said. He was looking 
around, though Iruka wasn’t sure he'd spotted the stain yet. Good; 
that was none of Eagle’s business, and Iruka really didn’t want to talk 
about it. 


“Only | can get through the back door,” he said. “And Kakashi. Even 
if | left it open — which | didn’t — the wards would have kept you out.” 


“Well, | had to pick my way through the wards,” Eagle admitted. “But 
you'd made a nice little weak spot, so it wasn’t too hard.” 


“You messed with my seals?” Iruka asked, thunderstruck, and then: 
“You know about warding seals?” 


“Not a clue. But picking through wards is basic ANBU training. I'd be 
no match for a clan compound usually, and I’m sure Kakashi will 
think I’m very rude if he ever finds out,” — ‘if, Iruka noted, not ‘when’ 
— “but then, | wouldn’t have thought you’d be a match for a clan 
compound either. Apparently I’ve been underestimating you.” 


lruka suddenly had a very bad feeling. Eagle’s body language was 
loose, but he was standing between Iruka and the door, and Iruka 
didn’t think he had the option of walking out on this conversation the 
way he'd done last time. For once, though, he wasn't sure what he’d 
done to earn the ire of an ANBU. 


“Am | in trouble?” he asked. 


“Not yet,” Eagle said. “Though | would like to Know if Kakashi is 
aware that you've built your own back door onto his property.” 


“He knows.” 
“And he let you keep it up?” 


“It was for emergencies,” Iruka said defensively. “In case he needed 


” 


me. 
“Why didn’t he just add you to his wards?” 


“Well, | didn’t exactly ask him first,” Iruka muttered. “But he found 
out, and if he’d wanted to scold me, he’s more than capable of doing 
that himself.” He felt very guilty now that he’d assured Kakashi the 
door couldn’t be accessed by anyone other than him. “I thought it 
would still be secure. It was meant to be. | didn’t mean to mess up 
his wards, | was just trying to make sure | could come and check on 
him if | needed to.” 


Eagle seemed to accept this because he only hummed 
noncommittally. He was sweeping his gaze around the rest of the 
room, taking in the dirt. 


“Is that why you’re here today?” he asked. “To check on him?” 


His tone was a touch softer now they’d established that Iruka wasn't 
planning any nefarious schemes, though Iruka was pretty sure this 
news would be getting back to the hokage. He wondered if he’d just 
become an official security threat. It would be more flattering if he 
had a chance in hell of breaking through any clan wards beside 
Kakashi's. 


“Kakashi isn’t here,” he said. “He’s at my flat.” 
“| thought | heard you talking to someone.” 


“Just to myself,” Iruka said, and thought he might even be telling the 
truth. He still didn’t feel any presence beside Eagle’s. Perhaps he’d 
been wrong to think that the ghosts could have power during 
daylight, though that begged the question of where they went 
between sunrise and sunset. 


He suddenly felt very tired. He had come here to deal with Sakumo’s 
ghost and he'd failed. Kakashi would have to come in here now; he 
would have to stand over the bloodstain and remember the day 
when he’d found his father’s body. Assuming it was true that Kakashi 
had been the one to find him. It was one more thing that Iruka had 
never asked about, and one more story he’d grown up hearing again 
and again — not because anyone cared how Kakashi felt, but 
because it made a gruesome tale. Because it was entertaining. 


lruka felt sick. 

“Are you all right?” Eagle was focused on him again, and Iruka 
wondered what was showing on his face that made Eagle sound so 
concerned. 


“Can we go outside?” he asked. 


“Of course. We shouldn't be in here anyway.” 


lruka breathed in a deep lungful of air as soon as he was back out 
on the lawn. He took a few steps away from the dojo, accidentally 
made eye contact with the henge room window, and turned away 
from that too, shuddering, to head down towards the pond. Eagle 
followed him, not speaking, but Iruka could feel him observing, and 
couldn't bring himself to care. Let Eagle assume what he wanted; 
lruka was too tired to pretend. 


He sat down at the edge of the pond, and Eagle joined him, crossing 
his legs and watching as Iruka dipped his fingers into the water and 
splashed some on his face. It was cool, but it didn’t do much to wake 
him up. 


“Feeling better?” Eagle asked. 
“Not really,” Iruka mumbled. “I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 


“Maybe you should be home catching up on it instead of...whatever 
you're doing here.” 


He left a polite, questioning silence for lruka to fill. If lruka was 
running on a full night’s sleep, he might have come up with some 
plausible lie for why he’d broken into the Hatake dojo, but his brain 
was full of fog. And beside his physical tiredness, he was also 
drained in a way less easily solved. He could sleep and recover from 
his all-nighter, but the exorcism had taken more from him than just 
sleep. And the exorcism wasn't the only thing preying on his mind. 
There was also the knowledge that he would have to go back into 
the dojo in the dark and watch Kakashi go through hell, and the 
knowledge that Kakashi was even now perhaps still unconscious. 
They had only dealt with two ghosts and they had already taken this 
much of a toll — how much worse would it get? How much more 
would Kakashi have to suffer? 


“Do you believe in ghosts?” he asked. 


It took Eagle a moment to answer, but when he did, he simply said, 
“No.” 


lruka’s head shot up; he felt almost offended. 


“But you’re the one who told me that first story last year! About 
Death and why the ANBU wear masks.” 


“|can tell stories without believing they’re true,” Eagle said. “Il only 
believe in things I’ve seen with my own eyes. Although,” he added, 
“after last year, I’m trying to keep a more open mind. | didn’t believe 
you when you said a monster was taking the children. | should have 
known better than to forget that monsters sometimes take human 
form.” 


lruka didn’t want to talk about Orochimaru. 


“Do you believe in things that other people have seen with their own 
eyes?” he asked. 


Eagle hesitated. “That would depend on what you've seen.” 


lruka knew he was breaking Kakashi’s trust right now. He knew, and 
he felt terrible, but what else could he do? They couldn't handle this 
on their own; Kakashi couldn't handle this. They needed help. 


“This house is haunted,” he said, gesturing back towards the house. 
“The whole compound. It started during Obon, and ever since then 
we’ve been trying to get rid of the ghosts. I’ve seen two of them with 
my own eyes. Three,” he corrected, remembering the blazing lights 
in the dojo. 


He wished he could see Eagle’s face. As it was, he could only see a 
pair of black eyes through the holes in the mask, and they were 
inscrutable. 


“Tell me about them,” Eagle said. 


So Iruka did. He described the night he’d first sneaked into the 
compound and felt the static in the air; he told Eagle about Kakashi’s 


mother, who had turned the lights on and off to speak with them; he 
spoke haltingly about the exorcism and Obito’s cracking bones. 


To Eagle’s credit, he listened without interrupting. He didn’t scoff or 
laugh, and if he raised an eyebrow then Iruka couldn't tell. When 
lruka finally ran out of steam, he felt a little less crushed beneath the 
secret’s weight; he hadn’t put down his burden, but he’d found a 
more comfortable place to balance it. 


After a brief silence, Eagle said, “So that’s why Kakashi’s been 
looking so unwell recently?” 


“Yeah,” Iruka said. “It’s been stressful.” 


“It sounds more than stressful.” Eagle paused for a while longer. 
lruka didn’t mind. It was a lot to absorb all at once. 


“Do you think Kakashi will be OK?” he asked. “He was still sleeping 
when | left him. Is that normal, do you think?” 


“| think he'll be fine,” Eagle said. “But he might need to sleep for the 
rest of the day. From what you’ve described, it sounds like chakra 
exhaustion.” 


lruka frowned. “Does the sharingan use that much chakra? It’s not 
like he was using it to fight anyone.” 


“The sharingan uses a lot of chakra simply by being activated,” 
Eagle said. “And | think it drains Kakashi more than it would an 
Uchiha because he can’t control it. Usually, you can modulate it, 
once you've practised a bit, but even if Kakashi had the right genes, 
he’s never had the right instruction.” 


He was speaking in a carefully neutral tone, and Iruka suddenly 
remembered his own suspicions that Eagle was an Uchiha. He 
mentally cursed himself, remembering that Kakashi had implied that 
he and the Uchiha clan weren't on good terms. Iruka also wondered 
whether Eagle had known Obito, and whether he’d been callous just 


now to describe the ghost he’d witnessed last night. Shit. If any of 
this got back to Fugaku, Kakashi would kill him. 


“You’re an Uchiha, right?” he asked, knowing he wouldn’t get a 
straight answer, but needing to apologise. “I’m sorry, | shouldn’t have 
told you those things about Obito. But Kakashi really cared about 
him, you know. He wanted to bring his body home — it wasn’t his fault 
he couldn't.” 


Eagle was quiet for so long that Iruka was starting to panic by the 
time he finally let out a breath. 


“Some people in the Uchiha family resent Kakashi,” he said quietly. 
“Personally, | think there’s an unhealthy streak of perfectionism in the 
clan: they could never accept that Obito wasn’t the genius of his 
genin team. They can't accept that his sacrifice might have been 
worth it. They were prejudiced against Kakashi long before Obito 
gifted him a sharingan. But, like any family, there are dissenting 
voices. If, hypothetically speaking, | were an Uchiha, | wouldn’t 
blame Kakashi for being strong enough to survive.” 


This was the closest Iruka had ever come to hearing an ANBU 
confess their identity. There was a weight of trust behind Eagle’s 
words that meant more to Iruka than any claims Eagle made to have 
learnt his lesson from the year before. 


“What do you think | should do?” Iruka asked. 
Eagle sighed and leaned back, resting his weight on his hands. 


“I’m not sure this is your responsibility,” he said. “Il know he’s your 
friend, and | know how far you’d go for your friends, but sometimes 
you can't help people, no matter how hard you try.” He held up a 
hand before Iruka could protest. “I’m going to say a few things you 
might disagree with. Will you hear me out?” 


“Yes,” lruka said warily, “but if you’re going to tell me to walk away, 
you know you're wasting your breath, right?” 


“I’m not asking you to walk away,” Eagle said. “I told you | was 
keeping an open mind; I'd like you to keep one too.” 


When Iruka nodded, Eagle looked up at the sky, taking a moment to 
organise his thoughts. Iruka followed his gaze. The sun had risen a 
little higher, and the sky was a more vibrant shade of blue, 
patchworked with wispy clouds. 


“| have a ghost story for you,” Eagle said. “Two, in fact. Both of them 
have their roots in the Uchiha family.” 


“You said you didn't believe in ghosts,” Iruka said, surprised. 
“| don't, but | like a good story as much as the next guy.” 
Eagle sat up a little straighter and began. 


“The first story is one of the founding fables of the Uchiha clan. Back 
in the earliest days of the Land of Fire, the Uchiha clan used to be 
more powerful than they are now. Their sharingan eyes would 
activate at the age of twelve, without exception or conditions, and it 
gave them the ability to learn any technique merely by watching 
someone else perform it. They were a whole family of Copy-Nins, if 
you like. They were an unstoppable force who quickly rose to a 
position of power, but it wasn’t enough for them. They hungered for 
more. 


“The head of the clan was a woman called Chiyo. She was keen to 
expand the clan’s territory, but this would mean going to war with 
their neighbours, and there would inevitably be bloodshed. She 
wanted her family’s victory to be guaranteed, and so she determined 
to find a way for them to cheat Death and so become unkillable.” 


lruka felt an unpleasant wave of déja vu. “Death pops up in a lot of 
your stories,” he said. 


“He appears in a lot of shinobi legends,” Eagle agreed. “When you 
think about how we live our lives, it isn’t too surprising.” 


That was true, but it wasn’t much of a comfort. 


“Chiyo had a lot of faith in her family’s sharingan,” Eagle continued. 
“She believed there was no upper limit to what it could do. And so 
she determined that she would learn how to see Death. If her family 
could see him coming, then they could hide, and he wouldn't be able 
to take them. But Death heard of her plans, and he was angry at her 
hubris, so he decided to trick her before she could find a way to 
cheat him. 


“Death disguised himself as the god of the Uchihas’ land, and the 
next time Chiyo went to pray at her family’s shrine he appeared 
before her. He told her he’d heard of her quest and he could help her 
to see Death — but there would be a price. She would have to make 
him an offering of equal value to the gift he’d bestow upon her. He 
asked her to burn the thing she loved most in the world. 


“Chiyo did what he asked — or she tried to. First, she took all of her 
finest possessions — her jade hairpins, her silk kimonos — and she 
burnt them at the shrine. But Death said that was not what she loved 
most. Then she brought him the legal contracts for her land — the 
symbols of her political power — and she burnt those for him too. But 
Death said that was not what she loved most either. 


“Finally,” Eagle said, “she brought him her children.” 


“Oh my God,” Iruka burst out, a hand flying to his mouth in horror. 
“Please tell me she didn’t burn them.” 


“| wish | could,” Eagle said. “But she tied them to a pyre, weeping all 
the while, and then set them alight. She watched them burn until 
they were nothing but ash and bones, and then she turned to the 
being she thought was her god and she asked him for what he had 
promised her. 


“| have already given it to you, Death said. You wanted to see death, 
and you have: the death of your children. 


“But Death is bound by the bargains he makes, and so he had to 
give her something resembling his promise. He fixed death into her 
eyes in two ways: by cursing the rest of her bloodline to awaken their 
sharingans only once they'd witnessed the deaths of their loved 
ones, and by cursing them a second time with a perfect memory, so 
the images of those deaths would haunt them forever.” 


By the time Eagle stopped speaking, Iruka’s heart was beating hard. 
He had heard rumours of how the sharingan was awakened, but he 
hadn't known if they were true. He grieved the loss of his own 
ignorance. 


“So Kakashi’s sharingan...?” he asked, dry-mouthed. 


“| don’t know if it was activated when Obito died,” Eagle said. “Or if it 
reacted to Kakashi’s grief for earlier losses. There are a lot of things 
we don’t know about transplanting sharingans — or any bloodline 
limit.” 


lruka didn’t ask whether Eagle’s own sharingan eyes were 
awakened. There were some things that shouldn't be said out loud. 


“It wasn't really a ghost story,” he said instead. “It was her kids’ 
memory that haunted her, not their spirits.” 


“Is there a difference?” Eagle asked softly. 


“Of course there is! Memories can’t switch the lights on and off, or 
make you see someone else’s face in the mirror.” 


“You'd be surprised at the power memories can have — especially 
when you remember the worst moments of your life in perfect clarity. 
But that brings me to my second story.” 


“Is it less gruesome than the first one?” Iruka asked. He wasn’t sure 
he could take any more murdered children. 


“It's not as bad,” Eagle assured him. “But it still isn’t pleasant. This 
one dates from the time of my parents’ generation, and it may have 
changed somewhat in the telling over the past twenty years, but I’ve 
spoken to people who swear they witnessed this ghost for 
themselves. 


“There was a man from the Uchiha clan — we'll call him Yusuke — 
who fell in love with a woman when they were both very young. Their 
relationship was one of those fiery, passionate loves that myths are 
made of, and as soon as they were of age, they decided to marry. 


“An ordinary marriage wasn’t for them, however. They weren't 
content to promise themselves to each other ‘until death do us part’. 
Even death, they thought, was not strong enough to tear them away 
from each other. So when they made their vows on their wedding 
day, they promised instead to remain together in life and in death, 
and when they signed the marriage certificate, they signed their 
names in blood. Blood has power, you see, and this was as much a 
charm as it was a marriage. 


“After the wedding, they lived together in bliss for a while. But shinobi 
life must go on, and they were both jounin on the active duty roster. It 
was less than a year since the wedding when Yusuke’s wife was 
killed.” 


lruka had seen it coming but he still felt a pang as he imagined how 
that would feel. 


“And she haunted him,” he said. 


“She did,” Eagle agreed. “In a much more literal sense than Chiyo’s 
children haunted her. It started simply enough. Yusuke would wake 
in the night and feel the warmth of another body in the bed, or he 
would enter a room and catch a whiff of her perfume, as though she 
had been there seconds before. As the weeks went on, the signs 
became more pronounced. He would feel her fingers on the back of 
his neck, or hear her sigh. Doors would be open that he was sure he 
had closed. 


“At first, it was a comfort to have her close. But he couldn't see her 
or speak to her, and her absence was more acute than her 
presence. Instead of healing, his grief became all-consuming, and 
the more it ate away at him, the stronger his wife became. Until one 
night, she finally manifested herself. Not as a woman, but as a fire.” 


“A fire?” Iruka echoed, frowning. “Why a fire?” 


“The idea of flames and spirits have been connected in tradition for a 
very long time,” Eagle said. “We still use candles and lanterns to 
attract ghosts for Obon, so it made sense to Yusuke that she would 
come to him with fire. He was in their bedroom when it first 
happened, drinking his way through a bottle of sake, and the flame 
burst into life inside the empty bottle. It burnt fiercely for a brief 
moment before dying out. Nothing had sparked it: it had simply lit 
itself.” 


“That sounds dangerous.” 


“It was. Wherever Yusuke went, fires would start. Sometimes, his 
clothes would catch fire and burn him, and once his house caught 
alight and part of it was destroyed before they managed to put it out. 
This incident with the house made him realise that she couldn't 
remain in the mortal world like this. What if someone else was hurt or 
killed? As much as he loved her, he couldn’t stand the thought of 
losing anyone else because he couldn't let her go. 


“In his quest to help her move on, he visited priests and mediums, 
but none of them managed to banish his wife. When he went to the 
priest who had married them, he held out the marriage certificate 
and said, Your wife can’t leave. She is bound to you, and the very 
blood in your veins summons her. 


“This gave Yusuke an idea. A crazy idea, but by this point he had 
been driven almost mad by the very love that had once made him so 
happy. He was a shinobi, after all, so he knew a few things about 
blood contracts and summoning.” 


“You mean...shinobi summons?” Iruka asked. “Like Kakashi’s 
ninken? What does that have to do with anything?” 


“Everything,” Eagle said. “You see, other people had witnessed the 
fires, and they all claimed they could sense his wife’s chakra 
whenever she manifested this way. It’s a fairly common belief that 
ghosts have some chakra, and that’s how they interact with the 
physical world. To Yusuke, | Suppose it was a logical jump to think 
that their chakra was binding them together through the marriage 
certificate, the same way it binds a shinobi to their summons. And so 
he decided that what he needed to do was a Summoning jutsu — but 
in reverse. A banishing jutsu, if you will. 


“He took the marriage certificate into his home, drew the right seals 
around it, and then sank his teeth into his thumb. As soon as the 
blood flowed free, the room burst into flames. But he carried on, 
gritting his teeth against the heat, invoking the spirit of his wife and 
freeing her from the offending clause of the contract. Then he 
pressed his bloody thumbprint onto the marriage certificate to bind 
the new terms and released her.” 


lruka was leaning forwards, rapt with attention. “Did it work?” 


“Apparently it did,” Eagle said. “The flames had already grown too 
high to stop, but Yusuke got out without any serious injuries, and 
after that day, the world stopped burning around him. His wife’s 
ghost had finally moved on.” 


Done with his tale, Eagle sat back and let the silence rest as Iruka 
absorbed the stories. He hadn’t heard either of them before, which 
perhaps wasn't surprising — the Uchiha clan were notoriously 
secretive, even, it seemed, with their legends — but the second one 
especially interested him. It sounded like something that might have 
belonged in the Compendium if it had involved a few more seals: 
that blend of folk belief and shinobi techniques used as weapons 
against the supernatural. Iruka’s hand itched to scribble it down while 
it was still fresh in his memory. 


“Those were good stories,” he said after a pause, “but why are you 
telling me them? | thought you wanted to convince me that ghosts 
aren't real.” 


“| want to convince you that there are other explanations for what 
you've seen,” Eagle said. “I thought those two stories would illustrate 
my points.” 


“Well, you’re going to have to spell out those points for me because | 
don't have a clue what you're getting at.” 


“| wanted you to understand the unique torture that grief becomes 
when you have a photographic memory,” Eagle said. “You asked 
how memories could make you see the wrong face in the mirror. 
Hallucinations after a loss are a lot more common than you might 
think. You probably know people who've sworn they heard their 
loved one’s voice after their death, or caught sight of them in a 
crowd, or out of the corner of their eye. When someone dies, we 
search for them with such desperation that sometimes we conjure 
them up. Ghosts and memories are not so disconnected as you 
might think.” 


lruka did know several people who had experienced ghostly 
encounters in the weeks and months after their parents had died. He 
himself had been woken by his mother’s voice several times after 
her death at the exact time she would have roused him for school. 
Some part of him, buried deep in his sleeping mind, had still 
expected her, and so had filled in the blank spaces where she used 
to be. 


“But even if we forget about the electricity going haywire, Kakashi 
isn’t the only one who saw Obito,” he said. “I don’t have any reason 
to hallucinate him. | didn’t even know him.” 


Eagle was quiet for a moment, and Iruka thought he might have won 
some ground in the argument, but then Eagle said, “But you looked 
into his sharingan before you saw what he saw.” 


lruka went cold, and then flushed hot with anger. “You think he’s 
faking this? You think he put me under a genjutsu to — to what? Why 
would he do that?” 


“| don’t think he’s faking it,” Eagle said. “I think he really is 
experiencing all those things you told me about, and he’s 
inadvertently sharing them with you through his sharingan. His 
control over his own power has always been shaky at best. It 
wouldn’t take much for him to project his hallucinations onto you — or 
maybe to even cast them on himself. You said he was looking into 
the mirror when you first found him?” 


lruka was still burning with outrage. “You can’t cast a genjutsu on 
yourself!” 


“Even if you used someone else’s eye?” 


“You’re just making stuff up! You don’t know if that’s possible, you’re 
just finding ways to explain it to yourself so you don’t have to believe 
me.” 


“Maybe,” Eagle admitted. “But aren't you dismissing it out of hand 
because you do want to believe it?” 


“| believe in the things I’ve seen with my own eyes,” Iruka snapped. 
“That was your standard for belief. Besides, Kakashi didn’t make me 
hallucinate the lights. | saw his sharingan that first night, but not the 
second time when we spoke to his mum. How do you explain that?” 


“In the second story | told you just now, Yusuke’s wife returned to 
him as a flame,” Eagle said. “It’s a true story; I’ve spoken to people 
who knew Yusuke and saw the fires for themselves. But the thing is 
— you remember how | said they had chakra? According to some 
people, it wasn’t his wife’s chakra at all — it was Yusuke’s. Would you 
like to guess what his elemental nature was?” 


“You’re saying he set those fires himself?” 


“That’s the theory among the more sceptical members of the clan,” 
Eagle said. “No one thinks he did it on purpose. He didn’t even 
witness his wife’s death, so the sharingan didn’t record it forever, yet 
he was still so consumed in his grief that he lost control of his own 
chakra.” 


“If he was doing it himself then the reverse summons shouldn’t have 
stopped it.” 


“Why not? If the ghost was all in his mind to begin with, then if he 
believed he was no longer being haunted, he wouldn't be.” Eagle 
waited for Iruka to argue, but Iruka didn’t have a rebuttal for that. His 
brain was working furiously to try and come up with one, but, against 
his will, doubts were starting to slide in like a knife beneath a 
fingernail. 


“It would be an enormous feat for Kakashi to interfere with the lights 
in such a controlled way,” Eagle said. “Charging the air with static, 
maybe not so much, but to turn the lights on and off on commana... 
well, if it were anyone else | might agree with you that he couldn’t 
have done that without casting a jutsu. But Kakashi has always 
pushed beyond the boundaries of what he should be capable of. 
Even for him, though, it must have been exhausting. No wonder he 
finally reached his limit.” 


There was real sympathy in Eagle’s voice, and it grated on Iruka like 
barbed wire against his skin. How dare Eagle strip Kakashi down to 
nothing more than his fears and loss? How dare he hold up to the 
light all the little details that Iruka had perhaps wondered at but 
ultimately dismissed? Like how Snail hadn’t seen or heard the ghost 
(he hadn't looked into the sharingan...or had he?) or how Sakumo 
had somehow turned on the dojo lights when lightning wasn't his 
affinity (unless he had managed to flip the switches, which any 
strong ghost could feasibly do). 


“You look like you’re ready to punch me in the face,” Eagle said 
lightly. “I did ask you to keep an open mind.” 


lruka took a deep breath, which did nothing to calm him down, but he 
gave himself points for trying. 


“If this is all in Kakashi’s head,” he said, “then why is it happening 
now? No one died recently, and Obon happens every year. So why 
now?” 


“Well,” Eagle said slowly, “Il have a theory about that too.” 
“I’m going to hate it, aren't |?” 
“Im not sure. That depends on how close you feel to Snail.” 


That put Iruka on the back foot again. “Snail? What does he have to 
do with it?” 


He’d left Snail mostly out of his narrative when he’d talked about the 
ghosts, not wanting to accidentally slip up and mention something 
about the henges, but he also hadn’t wanted to take credit for the 
things Snail had done, and had mentioned his involvement in the 
exorcism. He’d left out the incident with the grave altogether since, 
technically, no ghost had manifested then. 


“Snail is a new person in Kakashi’s life,” Eagle said. “He joined 
ANBU less than a year ago, and the two of them became close very 
quickly. | don’t want to say too much, but he has his own...issues. 
And sometimes, when two people with shaky mental health spend 
too much time together, they end up worse off than when they 
started.” 


lruka didn’t consider Snail a friend, exactly, and at times had 
classified him outright as a rival for Kakashi’s attention, but suddenly 
he felt fiercely protective. 


“The ghosts weren’t Snail’s idea,” he said. “Kakashi tried to keep 
them a secret from both of us at first. He didn’t want to bother us with 
them.” 


“| don’t think either of them has bad intentions towards the other,” 
Eagle said. “But neither of them has many other friends, and | worry 
about the two of them spending so much time together. It can be 
easy to enable someone's worst impulses while trying to help them. 
That’s why | worry about you too, Iruka. You’ve been spending so 
much time with them — and with Anko — and it must be so much 
strain.” 


lruka stood up. “They’re my friends,” he said through gritted teeth. 
“Through their good times and their bad.” 


Eagle also stood, brushing loose strands of grass from his thighs. 


“I’m not suggesting you shouldn't stand by them,” he said softly. “But 
don’t let yourself get sucked into any more stories, Iruka. There’s no 
shame in stepping back before you get dragged in too deep. None of 
them are in any fit state to look after you, so you need to remember 
to take care of yourself.” 


He left before Iruka could storm off, bringing his hands together and 
vanishing in a swirl of leaves. Iruka squinted towards the trees and 
thought he saw a figure with glinting armour make his way towards 
the back gate, and he had to bite his tongue to stop himself from 
shouting after him. 


Left to stew in his own thoughts, Iruka turned back to gaze towards 
the house and the dojo. He was half tempted to march back inside 
and prove to himself and Eagle both that the ghosts were real, but 
he couldn't bring himself to take a single step. Not because he was 
frightened of the spirits waiting there for him — although he was — but 
because he was more frightened of what he might see through the 
cracks in his conviction. 


He had thought, while Eagle was sowing his doubts, that ghosts in 
the head would be easier to deal with. But as he turned his back on 
the empty buildings, he thought his first assessment had been 
wrong. A haunted house could be cleansed of lingering spirits, but a 
haunted mind, for Kakashi at least, could never be exorcised of its 


horrors. The ghosts inside his memories would never move on; they 
had nowhere else to go. 
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When Iruka arrived back at his flat, Kakashi was still asleep. It was 
lunchtime, and by now Kakashi ought to have had at least eight 
hours, but when Iruka tried to wake him, he barely stirred. His 
eyelashes fluttered and his fingers twitched, but he couldn’t be 
roused to wakefulness. Iruka knelt beside the couch and tried very 
hard not to panic. 


It could be chakra exhaustion like Eagle had said, but what if it 
wasn't? Should he fetch Snail? He might have carried Kakashi 
straight to the hospital then and there if he’d been strong enough, 
though he doubted Kakashi would thank him for parading him 
through the streets in his moment of weakness. 


On the other hand, the longer Kakashi slept, the longer Iruka could 
keep him safely away from the Hatake compound. On the walk 
home, Iruka’s anger had cooled off, and he had decided he wasn't 
going to doubt both Kakashi and his own eyes just because Eagle 
didn’t believe in ghosts. He had also decided that Kakashi didn’t 
need to know about the talk they'd had, mostly because Iruka’s 
shame at having shared Kakashi’s secret had ballooned until it was 
almost choking him. He didn't think he could take it if Kakashi knew 
he had been betrayed. Yes it was selfish, but hopefully Eagle was 
smart enough to keep his mouth shut, and what Kakashi didn’t know 
wouldn't hurt either of them. 


He was making some instant noodles in the kitchenette when the 
front door opened. Iruka almost splashed boiling water over his 
hands. 


Mizuki appeared in the doorway a moment later. His lips were 
pursed, and Iruka wasn't exactly happy to see him either. He’d 


forgotten about their argument, distracted by his second argument 
with Eagle — why was everyone so insistent on telling him how wrong 
he was today? — and seeing Mizuki brought back a jolt of 
complicated feelings he’d rather have left until much, much later to 
deal with. 


“I’m going out on a mission,” Mizuki announced. 


lruka wasn’t sure how to respond. He wasn’t exactly angry anymore 
— he was too tired to feel much of anything — but he wasn’t sure he 
was ready to make up either. 


“Good for you?” he said, trying to inject the words with haughty 
indifference, but he just sounded exhausted. 


Mizuki's expression didn’t change. “It’s an overnight mission. I'll be 
out of the village until tomorrow evening. | need you to look after 
Anko while I’m gone.” 
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This again. “Anko doesn't need ‘looking after’,” Iruka said, but he 
wasn't keen to engage in round two on this issue. “I’m busy today 
but I'll send her a message later and I'll go round and check in on 
her tomorrow morning, OK?” 


“Do you mean that or are you just saying it to get me off your back?” 
“| mean it,” Iruka snapped. “I’m her friend too, you know.” 


Mizuki scoffed, and lIruka braced himself for the sarcastic comment 
he knew was coming, but that was the moment when Mizuki's eyes 
finally landed on the sofa and Kakashi’s sleeping form. 


“What the fuck?” he said. “What's he doing here?” 


lruka had no excuse for being caught out by this question. He’d had 
all morning to come up with a plausible story to explain Kakashi’s 
presence on their couch. And yet, now the moment was here, words 
deserted him. He simply shrugged. 


Mizuki crossed slowly from the kitchen half of the room into the 
lounge, approaching Kakashi like he was a venomous snake. When 
Kakashi didn’t stir, Mizuki dared to close the distance between them, 
leaning over Kakashi’s body and glancing him up and down as 
though checking for injuries. 


“What's wrong with him?” he asked. 
“Nothing,” Iruka said wearily. “He’s sleeping.” 
“On our couch in the middle of the day?” 


“| told you he needed me,” Iruka said. “Just...believe me and leave it 
alone, OK?” 


Mizuki turned to give him a long, searching look. Iruka turned back to 
his noodles, prodding them pointlessly with a fork so he wouldn’t 
have to meet Mizuki's gaze. 


“Are you OK, lIruka?” Mizuki asked. 


And somehow, that was what broke him. The noodles misted over as 
lruka’s eyes filled with tears, and he ducked his head so Mizuki 
wouldn't see. The past twenty-four hours had been a non-stop 
parade of terror and stress and exhaustion, and all of it suddenly 
caught up with him at once. 


“No,” he said, and to his horror his voice came out thick with unshed 
tears. “Everything’s gone to shit and | don’t know how to fix it. You’re 
mad at me, and | don't have time to see Anko, and something’s 
wrong with Kakashi, and | don’t know what to do!” 


His voice broke on the last word, but he fought fiercely to keep from 
crying and managed to keep the tears brimming but not quite 
trickling out of his eyes. 


“Well, why didn’t you just say so?” Mizuki said. 


lruka looked up, sniffing. Mizuki had bent back down over Kakashi 
but this time he had his fingers on Kakashi’s wrist, lips moving 
silently as he checked his pulse. 


“Is he injured?” he asked. 


“No. He’s just — we were both up for most of the night, and he was 
using his sharingan.” 


Mizuki's eyebrows shot up, but he didn’t ask why. He had pressed 
his hand to Kakashi’s forehead, checking his temperature, and then 
he prodded Kakashi in the shoulder until he stirred, shifting back 
from the assault. 


“Chakra exhaustion,” Mizuki pronounced with all the confidence of a 
jaded medic who'd seen it all before. “Let him sleep for the rest of 
the day and then feed him when he wakes up. Not that crap.” He 
pointed to Iruka’s noodles. “Proper food. Since you can’t cook for 
shit, you better order something in. There’s some spare cash in the 
jar if you need it.” 


The cash jar was something Mizuki insisted on: a small amount of 
money they both set by each month for emergencies. Usually, Mizuki 
guarded it with the fierceness of a dragon with a hoard of gold, 
always anticipating some financial catastrophe — often rightly. 
Neither of them was exactly well off. 


“As for you,” Mizuki said, striding back into the kitchen and opening 
the fridge, “eat those crappy noodles and then have this.” He 
pressed an apple into Iruka’s hands. “And then drink all of this.” He 
grabbed a glass and filled it with cold water from the tap. “And then 
you're going to sleep for the rest of the day too. You look like hell 
warmed over.” 


“But what if Kakashi wakes up and needs something,” Iruka said, 
staring at the apple and wondering how he was supposed to fit any 
food past the lump in his throat. 


“All he has to do is call your name and you'll wake up,” Mizuki said. 
“You won't be in a semi-coma. Unless you’re chakra exhausted too?” 


lruka shook his head. 


“Well, that’s something,” Mizuki said. “Now sit down and eat before 
you collapse.” 


He carried Iruka’s noodles and water over to the living room table, 
waited impatiently until Iruka had put the first forkful in his mouth, 
and then disappeared into the bedroom. Somehow, Iruka managed 
to choke down the food and drain the water, discovering that he had 
been both ravenous and parched and hadn't noticed either until he 
filled his stomach. He watched Kakashi as he ate, knowing that 
Mizuki wasn’t any more of a medic than Eagle, yet feeling better that 
they’d both come to the same conclusion. 


He sat staring at Kakashi and trying to keep his eyes open until 
Mizuki came back into the room to bully him up — standing had never 
been such an effort — and tow him into the bedroom, where he’d 
already laid out Iruka’s futon and closed the curtains. 


“Sleep for the rest of the day,” Mizuki instructed as he manhandled 
lruka down to sit on the futon. “Kakashi might as well stay the night, 
then tomorrow the two of you can go see Anko together. Leave him 
with whichever ANBU’s on guard so you know he’s got someone to 
keep an eye on him while you check up on Anko, then go and take 
care of whatever trouble Kakashi’s got you into. Make sure to tell him 
| said ‘fuck you’ for dragging you into his shit. Is it nearly over, at 
least?” 


“| don’t know,” Iruka said. “Il don’t think so.” 


He didn’t even want to think about what lay ahead. He wished Mizuki 
wasn't leaving. When Mizuki was here, Iruka didn’t have to think or 
make decisions; Mizuki was a force of nature who bulldozed his way 
methodically through every problem laid before him. Iruka wished he 
had some of that stubborn persistence to power him through. 


Mizuki scowled. “That isn’t good enough. If Kakashi hasn't solved 
this when | get back from my mission, I’m going to get up in his 
business like he wouldn't believe.” 


“Are you sure you'll be back tomorrow?” 


“Pretty sure, though if it runs on then | might get back late at night.” 
Mizuki was watching his face with a sharp gaze, and Iruka thought 
he was checking for tears. It wouldn't have been the first time he’d 
cried on Mizuki, but he had probably made Mizuki late for his mission 
already. 


“You should go,” he said. “I'll be OK.” 


“| know you will,” Mizuki said, and his voice was almost gentle. “You 
always are.” He pushed Iruka down until his head was on the pillow, 
and then he stood up and turned away. “For the record,” he said 
when he reached the doorway, lingering but not turning around, “I’m 
not mad at you, so don’t be upset about that, OK?” 


One single tear escaped Iruka’s eye and was absorbed into the 
pillow. 


“Im not mad at you either,” he said. “Thanks, Mizuki.” 


Mizuki nodded, hesitated a second longer, then gruffly said, “Get 
some sleep,’ and closed the door. 


lruka didn’t even hear him leave. He fell asleep to the comforting 
sounds of another person moving through the house, and even 
though he knew Mizuki was leaving, he felt less alone. 


When Iruka woke up, the first thing he saw was Kakashi looking 
down at him. Still in the dreamy space between sleeping and waking, 
it seemed perfectly natural that Kakashi would be there watching him 
while he slept, and so he simply sighed contently and closed his 
eyes again. 


Half a second later, his brain screeched into alertness and Iruka shot 
upright so fast that he felt lightheaded. 


“Kakashi!” he blurted out. “You’re awake!” 


“Uh, yeah. | guess | am.” Kakashi looked better, though the bar had 
been set pretty low. Hell, him being conscious counted as looking 
better. Mostly, though, it was his body language that made Iruka feel 
relieved. Kakashi wasn’t completely relaxed, but he wasn't tense 
either, and although he was having trouble meeting Iruka’s gaze, he 
seemed in full control of himself. 


“How are you feeling?” Iruka asked. “How long have you been 
awake? You could have woken me up sooner if you needed me, you 
know, | wouldn't have minded.” 


“Yeah, | know you wouldn't,” Kakashi said, and he sounded...guilty? 
“ve been awake for a little while but | wanted to let you sleep. |, um. 
I’m sorry. For passing out and leaving you to deal with that all on 
your own.” 


“| haven't been completely alone,” Iruka said. “Snail’s the one who 
carried you over here, and he stayed until his shift started. And 
Mizuki was here for a while earlier.” 


He had no idea how much time had passed since then, but he felt 
like he’d slept solidly for several hours. The curtains were still shut, 
and there was daylight around the edges, but Iruka couldn't tell 
whether it was evening or afternoon light. It didn’t matter: they 
weren't going to face any ghosts tonight. 


“Did Snail come back over at all?” Iruka asked. 


Kakashi shrugged. “If he knocked then we both slept through it. He 
probably needed to catch up on sleep too after his shift. Last night 
got a little crazy.” 


He still wasn’t meeting Iruka’s eye, and Iruka suddenly realised that 
Kakashi felt embarrassed — maybe even ashamed — after the night 
before. 


“That wasn’t your fault,” he said, leaning forwards into Kakashi’s 
space. What he really wanted was to pull Kakashi in for a hug, but 
he didn’t quite dare. They didn’t have the kind of friendship that 
involved a lot of casual touch, and Iruka suddenly wasn’t sure where 
the boundaries lay. “But Obito’s gone now, isn’t he? You don’t feel 
him anymore?” 


Kakashi raised a hand to the bandana still tied around his sharingan 
eye. “I don't think he’s here anymore,” he said. “I feel very...empty.” 


That should have been a good thing, but Kakashi didn’t sound happy 
about it. lruka desperately wanted to reach out and fill all the empty 
spaces that Obito had left behind — to replace the pain with warmth 
and belonging and love. 


And love. \ruka swallowed hard and did not allow himself to think of 
what Mizuki had said. 


“You'll be safe here,” he said. “You don’t have to go home tonight. 
You can stay here with me.” 


Kakashi finally looked at him. It was a tentative look, so vulnerable 
that Iruka’s heart ached more than ever. 


“Are you sure?” Kakashi asked. 


lruka finally reached out and touched him: just a hand on his 
forearm, but the warmth of Kakashi’s skin was comfort in itself. Iruka 
could only hope that Kakashi felt it too. 


“I’m sure,” he said. “I’ve been sure this whole time, and nothing that’s 
happened has changed my mind.” 


Kakashi closed his eye briefly, and Iruka saw his throat bob as he 
swallowed. Then he placed a hand over Iruka’s and squeezed, and 
lruka was undone. He almost fell into Kakashi’s chest and clutched 
at him, but he knew that if he allowed himself that indulgence, he 
would never be able to stand even an inch of distance between them 
again. 


It was in that moment he knew that Mizuki, however unwittingly, had 
been right — and, God, but Iruka wished he’d been wrong. 


It turned out to be dinnertime, so within the hour they were sitting at 
the table eating together. Iruka had taken Mizuki's advice and gone 
out for food, although Kakashi had promised to cover the cost and 
pay him back when he next had his wallet. Kakashi had even 
suggested they get ramen, which gave lIruka the excuse to introduce 
him to Ichiraku’s. It was a big step up from the sad instant noodles 
he’d had for lunch, and he finally felt almost cheerful. 


Eating with Kakashi also meant that Kakashi had to remove his 
mask. He’d seen Kakashi drink tea or water before, and he had a 
trick of raising the cup to his mouth before tugging down the mask, 
so as to hide any skin that would have been revealed, but ramen 
couldn't be eaten so subtly. When Iruka had placed the two bowls on 
the living room table and picked up his chopsticks, he’d been so 
distracted by his own gurgling stomach that he’d forgotten to 
anticipate a second face reveal. He’d looked up to say something 
and seen Kakashi’s finger hooked around the corner of his mask, 
and his words had died on his lips. 


Despite the fact that Iruka had already seen his face, Kakashi had 
looked highly uncomfortable even before he’d tugged down the 
mask. Iruka had forced his gaze back down to his bowl. 


“| won't look if you don’t want me to,” he said. 


“No, it’s OK,” Kakashi said slowly. “I’m just not used to people seeing 
my face. It makes me feel naked.” 


lruka had kept his face resolutely bowed for another long minute, this 
time because he knew he was blushing furiously. 


“Why do you wear a mask?” he asked. “You have a nice face.” He 
wasn't about to stop blushing any time this century so he shoved 
some pork into his mouth to give him a reason to look so enamoured 
by his bowl. 


“When | was a kid,” Kakashi said, and Iruka could tell by the clarity of 
his voice that he’d taken off the mask, “my dad believed the 
superstition that covering your face will protect you from Death. You 
know, the one that became really popular after the kyuubi? | guess 
he was ahead of his time — it wasn’t common back when | was small, 
but he’d already lost my mum so | guess he was really paranoid of 
losing me too.” 


“Wait, that’s true?” 
“You already knew?” 


“Well, sort of. | heard a story that your dad made a deal with Death 
to save his teammates, and he was worried that you’d be the price.” 


lruka risked a glance up and saw Kakashi’s frown, and it was like he 
had never seen anyone make that expression before. Did other 
people’s lips curl in on themselves like that to become thin and pale? 
Did they get a little wrinkle in their chin? Iruka knew he was staring, 
but he needed to drink in as much of Kakashi’s face as he could 
while he had the chance. There were so many expressions he still 


needed to learn and memorise in case it was weeks or months 
before he saw them again. 


“| hate that story,” Kakashi muttered. “Il wear a mask because | look 
like my dad and | don’t want to be reminded of him every time | look 
in the mirror.” 


lruka had already known he’d said the wrong thing when he’d first 
seen Kakashi’s face but now he felt even guiltier about it. 


“Sorry | brought him up last night,” he mumbled. “I shouldn't have 
said anything.” 


“You didn’t Know,” Kakashi said. “And it’s not like you're the only one. 
| mean, if even | think of him every time | see myself, | can’t blame 
other people for thinking of him too.” 


“Is it really a bad thing to look like him?” Iruka asked. “I know you 
must miss him, but he was a hero. You must be proud to have him 
as a dad, right?” 


Kakashi nudged the noodles around in his bowl, leaning his other 
elbow on the table. His face was surprisingly expressive, and Iruka 
watched his emotions struggle across it as he sought for the right 
words. 


“Not everyone thinks he’s a hero,” he said finally. “Even now, people 
make comments about him, sometimes right to my face. It would be 
worse if | walked around looking like him.” 


“Screw those guys,” Iruka said fiercely. “Sakumo protected his 
teammates, and that’s the most important thing any shinobi should 
do. What's the point of completing your mission if your friends are all 
dead? That’s still a failure! They’ve failed at being a decent human 
being.” 


Kakashi’s expression had softened, and when Iruka noticed, it 
brought his rant to an abrupt end. If he could bottle one of Kakashi’s 


looks and keep it forever, it would be this one, where the mouth was 
relaxed with just the hint of a smile at the corner, and the eye was 
focused solely on him like he could see through Iruka’s skin and 
liked the shape of whatever he found inside. 


“Sometimes you really remind me of Obito,” Kakashi said, and Iruka 
didn't know how to feel about that until he added, “He was a really 
good friend too. | didn’t appreciate it at the time, but | won’t make the 
same mistake with you. | know I’ve taken you for granted recently. 
I’ve asked you for too much and | haven't thanked you enough, but 
I’m really grateful you’ve stayed by my side through all this crap. It 
means a lot to me.” 


lruka had no idea what to say. He didn’t think it was anything special 
to be there for his friends when they needed him — even when it was 
scary, even when it was hard. If he was expected to risk his life for a 
village full of people he didn’t know or even like, then the people he 
cared about deserved at least that much. 


“| just want to Keep you safe,” he mumbled. “That's all.” 


And then he changed the subject before he said anything to give 
away how deep those protective feelings went. 


It was after dinner, when they both rose to clean up after themselves, 
that Iruka found the note. ‘Found’ was perhaps a euphemistic term; 
as Kakashi carried his bowl to the kitchenette, Iruka noticed a slip of 
paper poking out of his pocket. He wouldn't normally have paid it 
more than a passing glance, except that he recognised Mizuki's 
handwriting. 


“What’s that in your pocket?” 


Kakashi turned, looking at first confused — his mask was back up, 
but Iruka had been learning to read his covered expressions for a 
year — and then he glanced down at his pocket, saw the paper, and 
immediately tensed. 


“It's nothing,” he said in the guiltiest tone Iruka had ever heard. 


“That’s Mizuki's writing,” Iruka said, frowning. “What is it? Did he 
write you a strongly worded letter or something?” 


He’d been joking — Mizuki had sent his fair share of angry letters to 
just about every admin assistant in Konoha — but Kakashi’s darting 
gaze made his insides freeze up in horror. 


“Oh my God,” lruka said. “Mizuki wrote you a strongly worded letter.” 
He made a grab for it, and Kakashi sidestepped out of his reach. 


“Really, it’s nothing,” he insisted. “You don’t have to worry about it. 
Mizuki just...had some things he thought | should know.” 


lruka almost screamed. He was ninety-nine percent certain that 
Mizuki would not have sat down to write ‘Dear Kakashi, just thought 
you should know that Iruka has a massive crush on you and it’s 
really quite pathetic’ but he would never rest easy again unless he 
knew for sure. Besides, he was ninety-nine percent certain that 
Mizuki had written ‘fuck you, Kakashi, stay away from Iruka’ and that 
was almost as bad. 


“Whatever he said, it’s not true and | am so sorry,” Iruka said, inching 
closer so he could make another grab for the letter. “Please let me 
read it. Better yet, let me burn it.” 


“It definitely isn’t as bad as whatever you’re thinking,” Kakashi tried 
to reassure him, and Iruka knew that was a lie. If anything, it was 
probably worse. 


“Let me read it then,” he said, holding out his open palm. “If it isn’t 
bad then it won’t matter if | see it, right?” 


Kakashi hesitated, but then tugged the piece of paper from his 
trousers, and Iruka almost snatched it from his hand. 


First of all, fuck you, the note started, and Iruka said in a screaming 
whisper, “I knew it!” 


| hope you’re totally ignorant of how much you’ve upset Iruka 
recently, because if you know what you’re doing to him and you still 
haven't stopped, fuck you again. If | come home one more time and 
find him crying, | will find a way to make your life hell. When you 
wake up, you better treat him to a huge bowl of ramen, tell him 
you're sorry, and pull yourself the fuck together. You’re supposed to 
be a fucking ANBU, yet he’s been the one taking care of you. It’s 
about time you started taking care of him. 


P.S. also make sure he eats some fucking vegetables 


lruka stared at the note even after he'd finished reading it. He 
wanted to punch Mizuki, but his violent fantasies were tinged with 
affection. He couldn't stop his lips from quirking up. 


“He’s such an asshole,” Iruka said fondly. “But | kind of like him that 


way. 
“Does he ever stop swearing?” Kakashi mumbled. 


“I'd be worried about him if he ever went two sentences without 
saying fuck. Also, | wasn’t crying.” 


Kakashi looked like he didn’t entirely believe him. 
“He isn’t wrong,” he said. 


“He has no idea what’s going on,” Iruka said, crumpling the note up 
into a ball. “| Know what I’m getting into. Yeah, it’s been stressful, and 
yeah, | was kind of upset earlier, but that’s all the more reason to get 
rid of your ghosts so we can both be OK again. I’d rather get upset 
and see this through than abandon you.” 


“| could do better though,” Kakashi said. “And | will. You can tell me, 
you know, if it gets too much and you need a break. Mizuki's right — | 


should be taking better care of you.” 


Since he was offering... Iruka screwed up all of his courage and 
said, “Then could I|...have a hug?” 


Kakashi looked somewhat alarmed, but before Iruka could take it 
back, he said, “I don’t think I’m very good at them but...yeah, | can 


try.” 


He wasn't joking. When he crossed the room and wrapped Iruka into 
a hug, his arms were too loose and tentative, and he was somehow 
exactly the wrong height so his chin jutted into Iruka’s cheekbone 
when he turned his head. He was bony and tense, his body too hard 
in all the wrong places, and he smelt faintly of yesterday’s sweat. 


It was the best hug Iruka had ever had. 


Kakashi stayed the night. Iruka was amazed that after sleeping all 
day, Kakashi was tired again by ten and slept straight through until 
the following morning. Iruka had a harder time falling asleep, not 
because he wasn’t still tired, but because his brain was so full of 
thoughts clamouring for his attention. It was difficult to shut them all 
down — especially the thoughts that kept reminding him that Kakashi 
was sleeping on Mizuki's futon within arm’s reach. It was a good 
thing he slept with the mask on because otherwise Iruka would have 
stared at his face in a stupor until the dawn. 


When Iruka did wake up the next morning, Kakashi had already got 
up, the borrowed futon folded neatly in the corner. That was probably 
a good sign, and Iruka allowed himself a brief moment of relief that it 
had been chakra exhaustion after all, when he realised there were 
voices coming from the hallway. Both were male, pitched low, but 


lruka had spent enough time around both of them lately to recognise 
Kakashi and Snail. 


He ran his fingers quickly through his loose hair before stepping out 
into the hallway, still wearing his pyjamas. Snail was standing by the 
front door, fully geared up for an ANBU shift, and he broke off from 
what he’d been saying when he spotted Iruka. 


“And | thought my bedhead was bad,” he said. 


“Shut up.” Iruka ran his hand through his hair again, wincing as his 
fingers caught in the tangles. “What are you doing here?” He was 
still groggy with sleep and it came out blunter than he'd intended. 


“Checking in before work,” Snail said. “Sorry | didn’t come back over 
yesterday. Well, | did, but nobody answered the door and when | 
peeked through the window, Kakashi was still passed out on the 
couch. | felt inspired to go home and do the same myself, and | slept 
for a full fourteen hours.” He sounded very pleased with himself. 


“Congratulations,” Iruka said. He turned to Kakashi as a thought 
struck him. “Do you have to work today too?” 


“| was supposed to,” Kakashi said. “But Snail signed me off sick 
yesterday. Apparently | had a shift yesterday afternoon too. I’d totally 
forgotten.” His hair was damp from the shower, lIruka noticed, and 
he’d finally ditched the bandana in favour of simply keeping his left 
eye shut. He must feel that Obito was well and truly gone, which was 
a huge relief. 


“Feel free to repay me by baking me more of those muffins,” Snail 
suggested. “Or by treating this like a real sick day and resting.” 


“I'm feeling much better now.” 
“I’ve heard that one before. Iruka, don’t let him do anything stupid 


today. He might look OK, but he’s still recovering. No chakra, no 
exertion, and no ghosts.” 


lruka was more than happy to spend a second day hanging out with 
Kakashi — it would be a lot more fun if they were both conscious the 
whole time — but he could tell by the way Kakashi broke eye contact 
that he wasn’t planning a rest day at all. 


“| have to go home today,” he said. “| can wear the same pair of 
boxers for two days, but | draw the line at three.” 


lruka felt his cheeks heat. He hadn’t been thinking of underwear 
when he’d thrown a change of clothes into Kakashi’s overnight bag, 
but even if he’d been in a less harried frame of mind, the idea of 
going through Kakashi’s underwear drawer was enough to make him 
need a lie down. 


“| get off shift at four,” Snail said. “Can’t you hold out until then?” 


Kakashi leaned back against the wall, sliding his hands into his 
pockets and frowning down at the floor. 


“The longer | stay away from the house, the more it’s going to play 
on my mind,” he said. “It’s not that | want to go back, but you know 
when you have a stressful mission coming up and you can’t relax 
because you're too busy dreading it? I’d rather just face it now 
instead of winding myself up for hours and then still having to face it 
when I’m even more stressed.” 


“I'll be there too,” Iruka piped up, more for Snail’s benefit than 
Kakashi’s. At this point, Kakashi should know better than to think 
he’d stay behind. 


Snail didn’t seem very comforted. He cocked one hand on his hip 
and glanced between them. 


“If you do run into problems, you'll be on your own,” he warned. “| 
have an errand to run this morning, and depending on how it goes, | 
might be very busy today. | won't be able to skive if you need me.” 


“You've had to do too much for me recently anyway,” Kakashi said. 
“We'll be OK. We won't do anything dangerous. Besides, it’s 
daylight.” 


Snail sighed heavily. “Fine,” he said. “I don’t have time to try and talk 
you out of it. Do what you need to do. Though I’m coming over as 
soon as | finish my shift and I'll be really unimpressed if | find out 
you've been ghost-hunting without me. Admittedly, I'll also be 
unimpressed if | have to ghost-hunt with you, but that’s just my 
default setting when it comes to ghosts. Don’t make me worry about 
you any more than | have to.” 


“We'll be fine,” Kakashi promised, and Iruka wondered if he had his 
fingers crossed inside his pocket because his confidence was so 
obviously fake. 


“You better bake me so many muffins,” Snail grumbled. And then he 
was gone. 


Once the front door had shut behind him, Kakashi finally stood up off 
the wall and turned to Iruka. 


“Sorry | didn’t ask you first before making plans,” he said. “Are you 
free today?” 


lruka was fairly sure he was supposed to train with his genin team 
today...unless that had been yesterday? Whatever; it wasn’t like it 
would be the first time he’d skipped. But he did have one thing on his 
to-do list that he had to make sure got done. 


“| need to check in on Anko at some point today,” he said. “Let me 
message her now and see when she’s free.” 


Kakashi disappeared into the kitchen to scavenge breakfast while 
lruka dug out his seal. It was probably for the best that he wouldn't 
have chance to see Kakashi’s face when he realised their options 
were toast or instant noodles. 


You free today? he asked Anko, though he couldn't imagine she 
wouldn't be. 


So he was surprised when the answer came back: /’m busy, but you 
can come over for dinner. 


Busy with what? 


I’ve got to talk to some assholes about joining a new genin team, the 
response came. Then a second message: Not sure how long it'll 
take. 


lruka had hoped he’d be able to swing by Anko’s first thing and then 
clear up the rest of his day to deal with the baking or the ghosts that 
would take up Kakashi’s afternoon. Evening was the worst time of 
the day to leave Kakashi alone, when the darkness was trickling in 
and the danger rose lazily from its daily slumber. 


Not sure if | can make dinner, \ruka wrote. I’ve got to see Kakashi 
today. 


See him tomorrow. 


The response was curt enough that lruka felt a guilty twinge. Maybe 
Mizuki wasn’t the only one who'd noted his absence in the last few 
days. 


It’s important, he wrote. And then, wracking his brains for some 
excuse, remembered there really was something he needed to take 
care of at the Hatake compound beside the ghosts. ANBU fucked up 
my back door into Kakashi’s house. | have to take it down before he 
notices there’s a gaping hole in his wards. 


He’d checked out the damage once Eagle had left yesterday. It had 
been worse than he’d feared: instead of inserting his own signature 
into the wards like any normal person would had done, Eagle had 
somehow managed to rig the door so that it accepted the signature 
of anyone who touched it. Iruka wasn’t even sure how he’d done it — 


and he would be asking how the jutsu worked the next time he got a 
chance so he could try to come up with a counter-defence — but for 
now he desperately needed to fix it. He should have done it 
yesterday but he’d been too tired to think. 


Come over once you've fixed it then, Anko wrote back 
unsympathetically. Or just take the damn thing down. It’s not like you 
need it now you're spending every waking hour with him. 


Technically, she was probably right, but Iruka wasn’t willing to take 
the door down until he was certain the Hatake compound was safe 
again. What if Kakashi passed out inside alone? It wasn’t worth 
risking, which was why he had to find a way to sneak away from 
Kakashi and undo Eagle’s damage as soon as possible. If Kakashi 
ever found out, he’d definitely take the seals straight down. 


| could bring him with me, he suggested. We could all go out for 
dinner. 


No thanks, Anko shot him down. | see enough of him when he sits 
outside my house and spies on me. 


That was fair enough. At least Iruka had tried. 


In the end, he promised Anko that he’d find an hour when he could 
slip away, but it would have to be after four. If he could leave Kakashi 
with Snail while the sun was still up, he wouldn’t have to worry so 
much. It still didn’t sit right with him to leave Kakashi even for a 
moment, but he’d neglected Anko for long enough and he was sure 
she'd need someone to rant to no matter how the meeting about her 
genin team went. 


When he looked up from the seal, Kakashi was watching him from 
the bedroom doorway. 


“Why don’t we have breakfast at my place?” Kakashi said, and Iruka 
hoped that didn’t mean the bread had gone mouldy. 


“Time to go back then?” he asked, feeling the familiar tension return 
to his shoulders and back. 


Kakashi looked equally grim, but there was a determined set to his 
jaw. It would be different today, Iruka told himself. They would be 
safe in the sunlight. Nothing would happen. 


“Let’s go,” Kakashi said. 


lruka fully expected to feel something as they opened the gate. The 
house had lain empty for a full day and night, and it seemed 
impossible that it wouldn't have noticed their absence. It would be 
angry, perhaps, or resentful, and would not welcome them in. 
Kakashi seemed to expect some retaliation too, because they both 
passed tentatively over the threshold and then stood just inside the 
gate for a while, staring at the house. 


The air was thick and humid today and Iruka’s clothes were already 
sticking to him. The sky was a blanket of grey clouds that promised 
rain if they would only break before they blew away. Beneath them, 
the lawn had been yellowing steadily over the past week as Kakashi 
had neglected the sprinklers, and it was starting to crunch beneath 
lruka’s shoes. He hoped there would be a downpour soon. 


He turned to ask Kakashi if he was ready to go inside, but he could 
tell from even a quarter of Kakashi’s face that he wasn’t ready and 
possibly never would be. 


“You OK?” he asked, which was a stupid question, but one of them 
had to say something. 


“Of all the ghosts | knew would be here,” Kakashi said, “my dad is 
the one | wanted to deal with least.” 


“Because he died here?” 


“| don't know,” Kakashi said. “His death wasn't the worst one | 
witnessed. | don’t even remember it that well; | was only six. But it 
was the first time | ever saw a dead body. | guess the first one sticks 
with you.” 


“Well yeah, especially when it’s your dad,” Iruka said. “And when he 
died...the way he did.” 


“No one ever wants to say the word suicide,” Kakashi said, gaze 
trained on the dojo. “It’s funny — he killed himself for honour, and yet 
everyone treats the word as though it’s shameful.” 


“It's not shameful,” Iruka said firmly. “It’s tragic. He was bullied until 
he couldn't take it anymore — it wasn’t his fault.” 


Kakashi’s face did something complicated, and even if he hadn't 
been wearing the mask, Iruka wasn’t sure he could decode the 
expressions flitting across his face. 


“It wasn't his fault,” Kakashi repeated, but with a strange inflection. 

“Apart from the fact that he’s the one who picked up the sword and 

—” He cut himself off, closed his eye and took a breath. “I’m OK,” he 
said after a moment. “Let’s go inside.” 


They went into the house and headed straight for the kitchen. Iruka 
was glad that most of the doors were closed so he wouldn't have to 
glimpse the dojo through any of the windows, although the hallway 
felt claustrophobic when the doors were all shut. The two doors that 
stood wide open were Kakashi’s bedroom, the three futons still 
rumpled and knocked askew on the floor where they’d left them, and 
the henge room. 


lruka practically pushed Kakashi into the kitchen, ordered him to 
make them some breakfast, and then went to take stock of the 
henge room by himself. It took more of his courage than he’d 
expected, despite the dull daylight filtering through the window. 


Outside, the dojo was quiet and still, and Iruka battled with himself 
over whether he should tell Kakashi he’d been inside yesterday. He 
would probably have to: he’d left plenty of evidence inside, starting 
with the unlocked door. He couldn't risk Kakashi seeing his footprints 
in the dust and thinking a ghost had left them. 


He tried not to think about the fact that there were two sets of 
footprints. Trespassing in the dojo by himself was one thing but 
confessing that Eagle had been there too would be a nightmare. 
Hopefully the marks wouldn't be clear enough to show two different 
sizes of shoe, or Kakashi would be too distracted to notice. 


Tearing his thoughts away from the dojo, Iruka surveyed the room 
before him. His seals were still inked on the floor, and he could tell 
now that he’d done a messy job of it, but they’d worked so who 
cared if they were a little skew-whiff? The stool had fallen onto its 
side when Kakashi had fainted, and Iruka picked it up as he passed, 
daring to approach the mirror. 


There was broken glass on the floor, and a small smear of blood 
where Iruka had cut his foot. Most of the glass had merely cracked 
inside the frame, so Iruka could handle the clean-up by himself. He 
wasn't sure what they were going to do about the mirror. It was 
beyond repair, and he wasn’t sure anyone would want to use it again 
anyway after it had been the focal point of Obito’s horror show. 


So far, he hadn’t got close enough to see his own reflection, but he 
felt compelled to check. He knew that Obito hadn’t been inside the 
mirror, but it still felt like a haunted object — certainly more than 
Kakashi’s eye, which was such a strong part of his identity that it was 
hard to think of it as having ever belonged to anyone else. Iruka took 
careful steps up to the mirror and then, holding his breath, leaned 
over to peer into the glass. 


His own face stared back at him, nervous and split through the 
forehead by a crack in the glass, but perfectly normal and 
unmolested by the dead. 


Well, that was something at least. He had to take the positives where 
he could. 


lruka spent the rest of the morning cleaning the henge room. The 
glass was easy enough to sweep up, but the ink had settled 
comfortably into the wood and had no desire to move. Iruka attacked 
it with every cleaning solution Kakashi owned, kneeling on the floor 
and scrubbing until his arm was on fire and the ink had faded to a 
stubborn stain. 


Meanwhile, Kakashi baked three different kinds of muffins and let 
lruka taste test all of them. It was difficult to feel frightened while full 
of baked goods and treated to the rare sight of Kakashi wearing an 
apron, so as the hours passed by, Iruka’s nerves dwindled until he 
almost felt at ease. 


When the floor was as clean as it was going to get, Iruka went back 
into the kitchen and found Kakashi seriously surveying his 
countertops, where serried ranks of muffins were cooling three deep 
like an army before their general. 


“You're not going to make more, are you?” Iruka asked, pouring his 
bucket of inky water into the sink, which was piled high with mixing 
bowls. “You're going to give Snail cavities.” 


“Hm?” Kakashi looked up. “Oh, no, | think this is enough. And I’m out 
of eggs.” 


“What are you thinking so hard about then?” 
“Just that...well, it's very quiet in the compound right now.” 


That sounded like a good thing, but something about the way he said 
it made Iruka wary. 


“Yeah, no ghosts in the daytime,” he said. “That’s what we were 
expecting.” 


“Right, but...| know we promised Snail we’d wait until later, but what 
if we did something about my dad now while the sun is high and 
we’re not likely to run into trouble?” 


And there it was. Just when Iruka had started to enjoy his ghost-free 
day. 


“What exactly do you want to do?” he asked. 


This seemed to be where Kakashi’s grand plans fell down. He 
frowned at the muffins again. 


“Don’t you have any more seals in that book of yours?” 

lruka had, in his distraction this morning, forgotten to bring the 
Compendium, but he’d already read most of the section on ghosts 
and remembered the gist of it. 


“There were a few things in there about keeping ghosts out of the 
house,” he said. “But I’m not sure there were any that banished 
ghosts once they were inside.” 


“That seems like a pretty big oversight.” 
“Take it up with Okazaki. But | do sort of have another idea.” 
“Oh?” 


lruka hesitated, not entirely sure how to mention Eagle without letting 
anything slip. 


“| asked around about ghost stories,” he said carefully. “I heard one 
that’s meant to be a true story, about a guy who was haunted by his 
wife’s ghost and banished her by using a reverse summoning 
technique.” 


Kakashi’s eyebrows raised. “Summoning like my dogs?” 


“Yeah, exactly. He used a marriage certificate as the summoning 
contract but | think it would work with any object that binds a ghost to 
a certain place. Since this whole compound belonged to your dad, 
maybe the house itself could work.” 


Kakashi thought about this, idly tapping a finger on the counter. 
“Contracts with summons are signed with blood,” he said. “And my 
father certainly left his mark on the house that way.” 

lruka thought of the bloodstain in the dojo and tried not to wince. 


“| know,” he said. “I, um. | meant to tell you something.” 


Kakashi merely looked at him. It was Iruka’s turn to stare hard at the 
muffins. 


“| may have come back here yesterday and let myself into the dojo,” 
he mumbled. 


The silence lasted so long that Iruka started to sweat. 


“Did you see anything?” Kakashi asked. His voice was low and 
completely flat. 


“Nothing ghostly,” Iruka said. “I saw the...um, there was a stain...” 
He couldn't stand the tension anymore. “I didn’t mean to sneak 
around behind your back, | just thought maybe | could make him go 
away so you wouldn't have to do it.” 


“What did you do?” Kakashi asked sharply. 

“Nothing! | mean, | tried to talk to him, but if he was there then he 
didn't answer.” He risked a glance at Kakashi. “I’m really sorry. Are 
you mad at me?” 


Kakashi took too long to reply. He was definitely mad. 


“| don’t know,” he finally said. “I wish you hadn't done that.” 


lruka wished he could have got away with keeping the whole visit a 
secret. He hoped more desperately than ever that Kakashi would 
never find out that Eagle had followed him in. 


“Do you want to try the reverse summoning now?” he asked, and 
knew it was the world’s most blatant change of subject, but there 
wasn't a subtle way to segue out of trespassing on your friend’s 
dad’s suicide spot. 


He could tell by the look Kakashi gave him that this wasn’t going 
away — or at least not until Kakashi had been thoroughly distracted 
by facing down his father’s ghost. lruka wasn’t selfish enough to 
want Kakashi traumatised or unconscious again just so he wouldn't 
get yelled at, but he’d take a nice, easy daytime exorcism over an 
argument any day. 


“| need to get something first,” Kakashi said, and then brushed past 
lruka into the hallway. Iruka took that as an invitation to follow. 


They went into what Iruka thought of as the shrine room, where 
Kakashi’s memento mori objects were still sitting on their table. Iruka 
lingered in the doorway, awkwardly remembering what had 
happened the last time he’d come in here and picked up Rin’s box. 
Better not to allow himself near the temptation. 


His gaze landed on the greetings card, and he decided that one was 
probably safe to ask about. 


“Do you really think the Yondaime is here with the others?” he asked. 
It seemed like a pretty big deal to have a hokage’s ghost hanging 
around the place, like sharing space with a celebrity. 


“I’m not sure,” Kakashi said, kneeling before the low table and also 
looking at the card. “He must have been here at the start, and | 
thought at one point that some of Naruto’s toys had moved from 
where | put them, but | haven’t felt him since. Of all the ghosts, he 
might be the only one who could move on by himself.” 


That took Iruka by surprise. “You think he’s gone? Why? | thought 
we'd have to bring Naruto over to see him or something.” 


“| would never allow Naruto into the house while it’s dangerous,” 
Kakashi said sharply. “I haven't even been to see him lately, just in 
case.” He looked very guilty about this. “I hope he doesn’t think I’m 
never coming back.” 


“He’d never think that,” Iruka said. “He'll just be extra happy to see 
you next time you visit.” 


Personally, he still had mixed feelings about Naruto. As a kid, he was 
cute although way too eager to toddle off and try to stick his tongue 
in an electrical outlet. But Iruka could never forget that the monster 
who'd killed his parents was sealed inside his tiny body, and he 
wondered sometimes what kind of person Naruto would become. 
Was it possible to grow up good when you were the vessel for so 
much evil? 


Not that he would ever dare speak these thoughts aloud in Kakashi’s 
hearing, but they preyed on his mind nevertheless. 


“If Minato-sensei had any unfinished business, it was leaving Naruto 
orphaned,” Kakashi said. “And that was partly my fault. | was on the 
ANBU team guarding Kushina that night, and | failed to protect her.” 


“Weren't you like fifteen?” Iruka asked. “Kakashi, | don’t care how 
strong you are — a teenager isn’t going to defeat the kyuubi by 
himself. Even the Yondaime died sealing it and he was the strongest 
shinobi in the whole village. | know you love blaming yourself for 
things but there was literally nothing you could have done.” 


“It was the pre-kyuubi bit where | should have made a difference,” 
Kakashi muttered, but at Iruka’s questioning look he shook his head. 
“No, you’re probably right. And | definitely don’t think Minato-sensei 
would have blamed me, which is maybe why he didn't feel the need 
to make his presence known. | think he saw that | was taking care of 
Naruto as best | could and that was enough for him.” 


That sounded convincing. As much as Iruka had sort of wanted to 
speak to Minato’s ghost, he didn't like the idea of Minato as an angry 
spirit. How much more terrifying would a hokage be than Obito, 
who'd only been a kid? 


“That means we're halfway through!” Iruka said. “We've dealt with 
two ghosts, and now we only have your dad and Rin. Assuming 
she’s here too?” 


They both looked at the box and Iruka burned to know what was 
inside but pressed his lips firmly shut. 


“Oh, she’s here all right,” Kakashi said quietly. “But let’s not think 
about her yet. One problem at a time.” 


He finally reached for the sword, touching the hilt with only the tip of 
his finger at first as though waking a sleeping beast. When it didn’t 
bite, he picked it up and got to his feet. Iruka noticed he didn't like 
looking at the sword, and didn’t blame him. Knowing its history, it 
creeped him out too. 


“Let's get this over with,” Kakashi said. 


The air felt even closer when they stepped outside, and the clouds 
had darkened since they’d arrived. Miraculously, there was even a 
breeze, whipping through Iruka’s ponytail and making the wind 
chimes jangle discordantly somewhere out of sight. Iruka closed his 
eyes and tilted his head back so it could caress his neck. 


“When it rains, | want to come outside and let it soak me through,” he 
said. 


“If all goes well, we'll be done by then,” Kakashi said. His voice had 
gone very stiff, and as they got closer to the dojo, his steps got 
slower, like he was wading through thick mud. 


“You OK?” Iruka asked, watching him closely for signs that he was 
going to have another breakdown. His breathing was coming a little 


too quickly, but not in the great heaving breaths of Obito’s exorcism. 


“No,” Kakashi said. “I’m not OK. | haven't been in the dojo since | 
found him dead. | tried once, when | was ten, and | froze up in front 
of the door and stood there for a whole hour and then went back 
inside and was sick.” 


It was a mark of how far Kakashi had come that he was telling Iruka 
this. It gave Iruka the courage to be more honest with his own 
feelings, and he reached out and took Kakashi’s free hand. 
Kakashi’s fingers twitched and then curled around his, tightening by 
slow increments as though learning a new gesture. 


“You're not alone this time,” Iruka said. “I’m here with you. We can 
face him together.” 


Kakashi’s throat bobbed as he swallowed hard, and then he nodded 
and took a firmer grip on both Iruka’s hand and the sword. 


“You're right,” he said in a voice that was still breathless and afraid. “I 
can do this if you’re here. Just don't let go.” 


One day, he would learn that he didn’t have to ask. 


lruka thought he felt the first few drops of rain as they approached 
the dojo, but they were so light that he couldn’t be sure. He was 
surprised to find that he wasn’t scared. Maybe it was because of the 
early afternoon hour — despite the dark skies, this was nothing 
compared to the total darkness of the compound at night — or maybe 
because he had already stepped inside and sensed nothing. He 
refused to let himself think he was comforted by Eagle’s suggestion 
that Kakashi was causing the haunting, although the thought niggled 
at the back of his brain. Whatever the cause, he was able to take the 
lead as they stepped onto the veranda, and he was the one to slowly 
push open the door. 


The squeal of the hinges seemed even louder today. As Iruka 
stepped across the threshold, he turned to check on Kakashi, and so 


he only glimpsed the movement from the corner of his eye. He 
snapped his head back around, scanning the shadowy depths of the 
dojo, but the grime caked on the windows made the light even more 
gloomy than it was in the house, and it was difficult to see. 


“What is it?” Kakashi asked. 


“| thought | saw something move,” Iruka whispered, and he felt 
Kakashi tense. 


“Do you think we should go back and wait for Snail after all?” 


Once upon a time, that would have been Iruka’s first instinct too. It 
would be easy to turn around and go hide, but Iruka knew he 
wouldn't rest easy in the house, and neither would Kakashi, knowing 
that something awaited them in the next building. Especially since 
they didn’t know if Sakumo was bound to the place of his death or 
whether he could follow them back to the house. 


But what really made up Iruka’s mind was Kakashi’s hand clutching 
his and the nerves in his voice. He felt the same way as when he’d 
entered the cave last year, not knowing what manner of monster 
awaited him, only that Mizuki had been swallowed by that darkness, 
and that Iruka would challenge Death himself if that’s what it took to 
bring him home. 


“Ill go check it out,” he said. “Stay here. I'll come back if it’s safe.” 


His fingers slid out of Kakashi’s and, once more, he entered the 
Land of the Dead. 


This underworld was the opposite of everything Orochimaru’s had 
been. That place of death had been sterile and shining, clinical and 
neat. Every inch of suffering had been properly measured and 
catalogued, stored away cleanly in boxes or jars or the specimen 
cages each with their drugged, tortured child. 


The dojo was none of that. Once, it had been a space dedicated to 
improvement and discipline, but it had long since abandoned those 
qualities. It was a place grown wild with the echoes of despair. It had 
not been allowed to collapse entirely — from the outside, the building 
had been kept in adequate shape — but it longed to fall in on itself 
and cease the long, drawn-out scream of its history. There was an 
honesty in its mildewed stink that Orochimaru’s sensibilities would 
never have allowed. 


Without thinking, lIruka headed straight for the centre of the room, 
just as he’d done yesterday, and only once he reached it did he 
remember that he was treading through the memory of Sakumo’s 
blood. He stopped, not daring to look down, although it was so dim 
that he wasn’t sure he'd be able to see the stain through the dust. 
Instead, he looked back towards Kakashi. 


Kakashi hadn’t moved from the doorway, although he looked poised 
on the cusp of a step. He was staring straight at Iruka; no, straight at 
a moment eleven years in the past whose space overlapped with 
lruka’s, and which was just as real now as Iruka was — at least to 
Kakashi. It may have faded and become incorporeal, but it had never 
unhappened, never become unreal. For as long as this room existed 
— even afterwards, for as long as Kakashi could recall it - Sakumo 
would lie dying on the floor, if only in Kakashi’s head. 


Is there truly a difference, Eagle had asked, between memories and 
ghosts? Iruka thought he understood his meaning a little better now. 


“Kakashi?” he said, to try and draw Kakashi’s eye back to the 
present, to assert himself over the past. 


“Did you find anything?” Kakashi asked haltingly. 
“?’m still looking. Stay with me, OK? Talk to me.” 


“About what?” 


lruka returned to the task at hand, content to turn his back on 
Kakashi now he could hear his voice. There wasn’t much to look at. 
It was an empty, open space by design, and even in the dingiest 
corners there was nowhere to hide. 


“Tell me about when your dad was alive,” Iruka said. There was no 
escaping the duality of time here, but there must be deeper 
memories too, from before the blood had marked it forever. It might 
help Kakashi — and Sakumo — to remember that a time had existed 
when the dojo had held no significance. When neither of them had 
known what it would become. 


“| don’t have as many memories of him as Id like,” Kakashi said 
slowly. “I was so young when he died, and | didn’t have the 
sharingan then. He spent so much time out on missions; | 
sometimes think | spent more time with babysitters than him.” 


“You must have some good memories though. Tell me about one.” 


“He missed my last birthday,” Kakashi said. “Before he died. He 
didn’t mean to — he was out on a mission and it took longer than he’d 
thought. But when he did get back, very late in the evening, he 
stayed up all night to bake me a cake. It wasn’t a very good cake — 
he wasn’t much of a baker — but | didn’t care. | was just happy that 
when he got home, the first thing he thought of was me.” 


Outside, the rain had started to fall. It pattered against the windows, 
lighter than Iruka had expected, though he couldn't see it through the 
dirty glass. 


“That's sweet,” he said. “It must have been rough growing up with a 
single dad, what with all his missions, but it sounds like he did his 
best.” 


“Yeah,” Kakashi said quietly, and then, “I just wish | knew why he did 
it. | wish he’d left me a note to explain what he was feeling. What 
was going through his head the day before, whether he knew he 
would die the next morning or whether he did it on impulse.” 


lruka had made his way almost to the back of the dojo, and his 
attention was split between Kakashi’s words and a door he had 
noticed set into the corner. It was slightly ajar. Was this where the 
movement had come from? 


“He killed himself because of honour, didn’t he?” he asked. “For 
failing that mission?” 


“Was his honour more important than me?” 


lruka turned around, shocked at the harshness of the response. 
Kakashi had crossed through the doorway at some point, but he still 
lingered in the entryway, the door half open behind him. He was 
staring hard at the windows, and Iruka was grateful he’d managed to 
tear his gaze away from the spot where his father had died, even if 
his thoughts were still rooted there. 


“Maybe he didn’t leave a note because he didn’t want to hurt you,” 
he said, grasping for anything remotely comforting. “Maybe he even 
thought he was protecting you by dying. | Know that’s fucked up, but 
you have to be in a really dark place to kill yourself.” 


Kakashi was silent for a long moment, and when he spoke again, 
there was only the barest trace of bitterness. 


“| know,” he said. “I Know it wasn’t his fault and I’m being unfair.” 
There was an almost flat cadence to the words, like he was reciting a 
line he’d learnt by rote. “It wasn’t about me.” 


lruka didn’t know what to say to that. He had the feeling that there 
was no right thing he could say, and he hated that he couldn't make 
this hurt go away. Even if he banished Sakumo’s ghost, the pain 
would linger, and Iruka didn’t know how to fix it. He only knew that he 
wanted to, desperately. 


“He was your dad,” he tried. “He loved you. The fact that he killed 
himself doesn’t change that. And he’s come back, hasn't he? He’s 
haunting you because he still loves you.” 


“| know,” Kakashi said again. “Il know he does.” 


He had closed up, both vocally and physically, wrapping an arm 
around himself and hunching his shoulders. He was still holding the 
sword, but away from himself, as though he didn’t want it to touch 
any more of his body than it had to. Iruka didn’t know what he'd said 
to make Kakashi retreat from him, but he was kicking himself for not 
getting it right. He was still furiously re-evaluating what he’d said — 
and what he hadn't said — when he heard a quiet sound at his back. 


He spun around, nerves on edge, half-expecting to see another 
ghostly figure like Obito’s from the night before. But there was 
nothing there. Only the door, which hadn’t moved, and the few feet of 
dust between its open inch of darkness and Iruka’s feet. 


It was while he was scanning the dusty floor that Iruka noticed 
something. Squinting, he crouched down and surveyed the floor 
between himself and the door. There were footsteps in the dust. 


Neither Iruka nor Eagle had made it this far into the dojo yesterday, 
he was certain of that. It was possible that Eagle had come back 
here after Iruka had left, but why would he? To hunt for ghosts he 
didn’t believe in? Doubtful. Could Snail have come in here at some 
point, doing recon of his own? That was more likely. It had to be one 
of them: they were the only people besides Iruka who’d had access 
to the compound since the haunting had begun. 


Assuming only the living could leave footprints. 
“What is it?” Kakashi asked. 


lruka rose to his feet again. The footsteps were either leading to the 
door or away from it, they weren’t clear enough for him to tell. 


“| think there’s someone else here,” he said. 


And now that he concentrated, he could feel it. Beneath the sound of 
the rain drumming hard against the windows, beneath the muffled 


sound of Kakashi taking a step behind him, there was a presence. 
There was no sound or movement to give it away, but nonetheless 
lruka sensed it waiting, like a held breath. 


He didn’t know what lay behind the door, but if it was something 
visible then there was nowhere else to hide. He closed the distance 
with three silent steps, then reached for the handle. As he did, there 
was a flicker of lightning and he thought he saw fingers curling 
around the edge of the door, so low that their owner must be lying 
prone. Iruka thought of Sakumo reaching out, impaled on his sword 
and unable to get up. He almost flinched away, but Kakashi was 
counting on him, so instead he tightened his grip and yanked the 
door open as the thunder rumbled outside. 


There was a shriek from someone on the other side of the door, and 
something moved sharply on the floor. Iruka backed away so fast he 
fell down, hard on his ass. Kakashi was suddenly at his side, sword 
thrust out before him, and the person in the closet threw up their 
hands. 


“I’m sorry!” they wailed, and Iruka knew that voice. It wasn’t a ghost. 


It was Anko. 
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“Anko?” Iruka spluttered, scrambling up onto his knees, too shocked 
to even be grossed out at touching the dusty floor. “What the hell are 
you doing in here? How did you get in?” 


Behind the door was a large cupboard. Iruka couldn’t make out the 
shadowy shapes of the things stored inside, but he wasn't interested 
in them. He was focused wholly on Anko, who had flung herself back 
when Iruka had opened the door and was now sitting on the floor on 
eye level with him. Her arms were still raised around her face like 
she expected a blow. 


She was looking at Kakashi, who had lowered the sword, and her 
face was pale and frightened. 


“I'm sorry, please don’t tell them I’m here,” she said. “Please, | didn’t 
know where else to go. | needed Iruka.” 


“How did you get in?” Kakashi asked, and his voice had changed 
into what Iruka thought of as his ANBU mode. A far cry from how 
he’d spoken to Iruka only moments ago, gone was every trace of 
vulnerability; now each word was lead-lined. 


“Iruka told me about the back door,” Anko said. “He said it wasn’t 
working right and anyone could get in.” 


Oh shit. Kakashi turned that hard look on Iruka, who felt pinned 
under it. He scrambled to his feet to try and escape, but there was 
no way to unstick himself from its point. 


“| was going to fix it,” he said quickly. “Today.” 


“You told me those seals would only let you pass through them,” 
Kakashi said. 


“They did! They just...” He could not mention Eagle, no no no. “I 
accidentally broke them,” he said, praying that Anko wouldn't 
contradict him. “Yesterday. | was too tired to fix them, | didn’t want to 
mess them up even more. I’m really sorry, | should have told you. | 
just didn’t want you to worry.” 


“You didn’t want me to get angry, you mean,” Kakashi said, and his 
tone told Iruka that he’d roundly failed in that goal. 


“TI fix them now!” 


Judging by the sound of the rain, which was hammering on the roof, 
lruka wasn’t sure his seals would even survive. He still had the 
designs in a notebook at home and he could recreate them, making 
them tamper-proof this time, but he didn’t think Kakashi would let 
him. 


“I’m more interested in what you’re doing here,” Kakashi said, turning 
back to Anko, who was still cowering in the cupboard. She shrank 
from his accusing stare. “You’re under ANBU guard for a reason. Did 
you really think it was smart to escape them only to run straight to 
my house?” 


Anko looked desperately past him at Iruka. “I didn’t mean for you to 
find me! | just needed to talk to Iruka.” 


“Why didn’t you send me a message?” Iruka asked. He couldn't 
understand why she was acting so scared. Sure, Kakashi had a 
sword and was pissed off, but he wasn’t going to hurt her. Had 
something happened? She’d been fine that morning — or she’d 
seemed fine in her messages. 


“You never read them!” Anko said, and Iruka ducked his head guiltily. 
“And | had to get away from — him — them — until I'd spoken to you.” 


“ANBU?” Kakashi asked at the same time Iruka said, “Takeo?” 


Anko looked between them, licking her dry lips nervously. Whatever 
had happened, it was clear she didn’t want to say it in front of 
Kakashi, and it was equally clear that Kakashi wasn't in the mood to 
give them a moment's privacy. 


“ANBU are meant to help me, right?” Anko said. “If I’m in trouble, if | 
did something stupid and I’m sorry about it, you'll make it all right?” 


“That depends,” Kakashi said. “Spit it out, Anko. What did you do?” 


Anko licked her lips again. Iruka wished she'd stand up, but she 
seemed frozen in place. 


She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, a BANG BANG 
BANG made all three of them jump. 


lruka whirled around, but there was no one there. He couldn't 
pinpoint where the sound had come from: it had seemed to surround 
them, loud and furious. 


“What the fuck was that?” he asked, but the end of his sentence was 
cut off as the sound came again, even louder: BANG BANG BANG 
BANG. Anko shrieked and finally shot to her feet, flinging herself to 
lruka’s side and grabbing his arm. 


“Don’t let them in,” she said wildly. “Kakashi, please, | can explain. 
Just let me explain!” 


“Shit,” Kakashi said suddenly. “That's the front gate.” 


lruka stared at him like he was crazy. “It sounds like it’s right in the 
room with us!” 


“It's a feature built into the wards,” Kakashi said, waving a hand. “So 
| can hear a Knock no matter where | am in the compound.” He’d 
half-turned towards the door but was dithering, unwilling to take his 
gaze off Anko. “Do you want to tell me who’s hammering my door 
down, Anko? | assume it’s for you.” 


“It's Snail,” Anko said, “but he doesn’t understand. Please don’t let 
him take me away. Please! | don’t want to go to T&l, | don’t want 
them to hurt me!” 


She was clinging to Iruka as though he was the only thing standing 
between her and certain death. He had seen her this terrified only 
once before, when she had betrayed Orochimaru and he had slid a 
knife into her stomach as punishment. Maybe Kakashi was 
remembering that night too, because his face finally softened. Only a 
little, but enough to promise mercy. 


“No one’s going to hurt you,” he said. “Whatever you've done, we'll 
sort this out right here, OK? I’m going to let Snail in but | won't let 
him take you anywhere until we’ve heard what you have to say. After 
that, | can’t make any promises. Does that sound fair?” 


Anko’s grip didn’t loosen on Iruka’s arm, but she nodded so hard that 
her hair flew around her face. 


“’m going to leave you two here alone for a couple of minutes,” 
Kakashi said. “If either of you moves while I’m gone, the deal is off, 
and if Snail wants to take you to T&l then I’ll let him. Iruka, I’m 
trusting you to keep an eye on her.” 


lruka hated that Kakashi had, with that order, brought him in on 
ANBU'’s side. It was one thing to be caught between Kakashi and 
Anko, but when it came to Hound and Anko, he was always on 
Anko’s side. It didn’t matter what she’d done; even in the times when 
he’d doubted her, he’d still stayed with her, and he wasn’t about to 
change that now. 


But he couldn't say that lest Kakashi took it as some kind of 
collusion, and he didn’t want to get either himself or Anko in more 
trouble with ANBU right now. 


“We'll stay right here,” he said stiffly instead, and Kakashi nodded at 
him, cast one last warning look at Anko, and then turned and walked 
out into the driving rain. 


As soon as he was out of sight, Iruka turned back to Anko and 
whispered, “How bad is this?” 


“Really bad,” Anko said. Her voice was trembling. “Iruka, | really 
messed up, and | think I’ve got you in trouble.” 


lruka pulled her closer, not quite into a hug since she was still 
digging her fingernails into his arm, but close enough that he realised 
it wasn’t just her voice that shook: her whole body was wracked with 
tremors. 


“Kakashi will get over the door thing,” he said. “I'll just take the seals 
down and it'll be no harm done. But please don’t mention that Eagle 
fucked them up or I’m toast.” 


But Anko was shaking her head. “Not that. The bad thing | did...you 
showed me how. And they’ll know it was you even if | lie. I’m sorry, 
lruka, | never thought anyone would find out. | was so stupid.” 


Mizuki's words came back to Iruka then: that Anko was up to 
something and she was going to drag them both down with her. He 
should have listened when he'd had the chance. Mizuki had been 
right — about both of them. He’d been right about Iruka too. 


“I’m sorry | wasn’t around when you needed someone,” he said. “I 
should have been there for you. | should have helped you — to not do 
whatever you've done, or to not get caught.” 


Anko let out a dry sob and flung herself into his arms. He held her 
tight, and he didn’t ask what she’d done. He would find out in 
moments regardless, and he needed this time to brace himself 
against whatever he was about to learn. To prepare himself to stand 
by her even if it was hard. Even if it meant going down with her. 


He had forgiven her too much already to start blaming her now. 


It was barely a couple of minutes before Kakashi returned, Snail in 
tow. Both of them were soaked through, hair plastered to their scalps 


and water dripping from their clothes. Anko shrank further into 
lruka’s chest when she saw them, and he held her tight. 


This time, Kakashi had closed the door fully behind him, and the 
sound of the rain lessened minutely, though it still pounded against 
the roof and the windows like a wild thing trying to tear its way in. 
The light was so dim that it felt like they had shifted out of time: a few 
hours forward into the evening when it should have still been early 
afternoon. 


“Iruka,” Snail said, “I’m glad you’re here. | think you can help me 
figure a few things out.” His voice was as unfriendly as lruka had 
ever heard it, as though they had never shared secrets or trusted 
each other. They hadn't been friends exactly, but it still hurt that all of 
Snail’s warmth had gone. “I really hope you weren't involved in this.” 


“In what?” Iruka asked. “What did Anko do?” 


Snail flipped open one of the pouches at his waist. Iruka’s mouth 
went dry, expecting him to pull out a weapon, but instead he 
withdrew a piece of paper, first holding it out for Kakashi to see — 
who frowned but seemed confused rather than angry — and then he 
brought it over to Iruka. Anko wriggled out of his arms and retreated 
behind him a couple of steps. 


The piece of paper in Snail’s hand was a seal. Iruka reached out, 
and Snail let him take it, waiting wordlessly as Iruka inspected it. It 
was a messaging seal, identical to the ones he’d made for Anko and 
Mizuki, yet it wasn’t one he had gifted to either of them. This one 
was more clumsily drawn in black ballpoint, some of the symbols a 
little wonky, yet probably functional. 


“Did you make this?” Snail asked. 


lruka pulled a face. He couldn't help it. “Are you kidding? This was 
clearly made by someone who had no idea what they were doing. 
And | would never draw a seal with this kind of pen — you need a 
brush for the really good seals, and a fountain pen will just about do 


the job for when you're on the go. You have to vary the weight of the 
lines, make them thicker or thinner. There’s technique to seal- 
making, you know. This is just copying, not creation.” 


Snail nodded, as though none of this surprised him. “So someone 
copied a messaging seal. One of yours?” 


lruka hesitated. He was fairly certain that Anko must have made this 
seal, but he couldn't understand why that would get her in trouble. 


“It's identical to the ones | made recently,” he said. “Which I’m sure 
you already know. But it’s a pretty basic seal design, as messaging 
seals go. It’s not unique to me.” 


“What are you getting at, Snail?” Kakashi asked with a hint of 
impatience. “There’s nothing illegal about Anko making seals, even 
bad ones.” 


“It’s not the seal itself,” Snail said. “It’s where | found it.” His gaze 
had slid to Anko, who was still somewhere at Iruka’s back. “It was 
hidden — poorly — in Orochimaru’s lab.” 


lruka’s whole body felt suddenly raw, like Snail’s words had given 
him friction burn. All his nerve endings were quivering, and when he 
slowly turned around, Anko took one look at his face and flinched her 
gaze down to the floor. 


“Is he back?” Iruka asked. It was the only question that mattered. 


Anko shook her head, but before she could speak, Kakashi said, “If 
you know something, if you’ve been in contact with him, this is your 
one chance to set things right. If you lie to us now, there’s no coming 
back from that.” 


“He’s not here,” Anko said, and Iruka couldn't tell if she was lying. He 
ought to know her well enough — had thought he did up until last year 
when she’d been the lure for Orochimaru’s trap. Somehow, in the 
year since, although he'd barely seen her until the last couple of 


weeks, he’d convinced himself that he knew her fully now. That she 
could no longer hide parts of herself because he'd learnt how to see 
her. 


More fool him. 


“If he isn’t here then why did you leave a seal for him?” Snail 
demanded. “I’ve used these seals too, | Know how they work. They 
only respond to specific chakra signatures. If you wanted to talk to 
Orochimaru, you’d have needed to prime the seals with both your 
chakra and his. Otherwise they’re useless.” 


“No, no, | didn’t,” Anko insisted, waving her arms emphatically. “1 
thought it might still work. He never touched them!” 


“You know that’s how it works,” Iruka said. “I told you when you 
watched me make the seals. | really thought you were interested in 
what | could do. But you were using me. You knew he was coming 
back for you.” But the betrayal cut deeper than that. “For us,” he 
whispered. “You knew he was coming back for us.” 


“No!” Anko took a single step towards him, and instantly both ANBU 
moved. Kakashi grabbed Iruka and practically threw him back, 
putting himself between him and Anko, and in the same moment 
Snail’s sword whistled through the air with the speed of his draw, 
stopping an inch from Anko’s throat. She gave a little scream, but 
when she flinched back, the sword followed, keeping the same 
steady distance between point and flesh. 


“Don’t move,” Snail said softly. “And answer my questions. | know 
you left the seal there two days ago — | heard about your little stunt 
with Mizuki, sneaking off on your own, and | didn’t buy the graveyard 
excuse. Using your dead parents as cover so you could sneak off to 
meet with your sensei? Now that’s cold and calculated. Tell me — 
was Orochimaru waiting for you there? How did you arrange to 
meet?” 


Anko’s face was shining with tears. Despite everything, Iruka still 
found it hard to witness her cry. She kept shooting him small 
pleading glances over Kakashi’s shoulder, but there was nothing he 
could do except cling to the fragile hope that this wasn’t what it 
seemed. That she hadn't sold him out to her sensei a second time. 


“| told you, he wasn’t there,” Anko said. “I just thought he might come 
back — he has to come back at some point.” 


“So you left a useless seal there just on the off chance he might 
come back?” Snail asked, sounding downright scornful. “You're not 
stupid, Anko, and we've already established you had a masterclass 
on how these seals work. The only way you could use them is if he 
was there, so just tell me —” 


“You're not listening to me,” Anko yelled, and there was a sudden 
blast of chakra. Kakashi threw his arm out to shield Iruka, but she 
hadn't cast a jutsu, just unleashed a wave of that dark, tainted 
chakra that Orochimaru had given her. 


Snail’s sword was now pressed right up to her throat, where black 
marks were spreading across her skin and up over her face. 


“| don’t need him for his chakra,” Anko said. “Il am full of his chakra.” 


“Put it away,” Snail said, still in that calm, controlled voice despite the 
inferno of power before him. “You’ve made your point.” 


The black marks receded, and with it the chakra. Iruka became 
aware in its absence that he was breathing hard. Kakashi glanced 
back at him. 


“Do you want me to get you out of here?” he asked in a low voice, 
but Iruka shook his head. He had to see this through. 


“Iruka, can you tell from the seal if she’s telling the truth?” Snail 
asked. 


lruka looked at the seal in his hands. The paper was shaking slightly 
and he gripped it harder, trying to sense the tiny trickle of chakra 
inside. But he couldn't concentrate, and he wasn’t a sensor in any 
case. He had no idea whose chakra was powering it. 


“I don’t know,” he stammered. “I can’t tell. | don’t know if that would 
work.” 


“It's OK,” Kakashi said. “It doesn’t matter if it would work. What 
matters is that you tried, Anko. You tried to reach out to him and you 
hid it from us. Why?” Where Snail’s tone was hard, Kakashi’s was 
soft and coaxing. 


Anko’s face was still wet but she wasn’t crying anymore. She wasn’t 
cringing away from the sword either, although it was pressed so 
close to her throat that Iruka was frightened for her. 


“All that year that you locked me away, | waited for him,” she said. “1 
waited and waited, because | knew he’d come back. He wouldn't just 
leave me. But he didn’t come, and | hated him for it, and | hated 
myself for wanting him to. And then the Yamanakas let me go, and | 
realised the whole village hates me too. You don't trust me and you 
don’t want me, and the only person who might ever love me again is 
him.” 


“That isn’t true,” Iruka said, and he wasn't prepared for how much it 
hurt to be brushed off like that. Had he truly been that bad of a 
friend? He knew Mizuki hadn’t. Mizuki had been there for her the 
whole time, and Iruka would have been too if he’d known how much 
he was needed. 


Anko flicked her eyes to him. Snail relaxed the sword a fraction and 
she turned her head. 


“You were scared of me too,” she said. “You and Mizuki. You did a 
shitty job of hiding it. | was even jealous of you for a while, you know. 
| thought, what if sensei comes back and he only takes you? You 
were right to be scared of me, Iruka. You weren't the bad friend — | 


was. You were scared of me but you stayed by me, and in the end 
that’s what made up my mind. When he came back, | had to be 
ready. | had to crush the part of me that wanted to be with him so 
that when he came for you, | could protect you.” 


“Protect me how?” Iruka asked. He didn’t understand. His grip on 
Anko’s feelings was slipping again, and he wondered if he’d ever 
understand her. 


“| told you that day when we went to the cave,” she said. “I made a 
vow, remember? | made it to the kids | helped kill, but | meant it for 
you too.” 


“What vow?” Snail asked sharply, never taking his eyes off Anko, 
though it was Iruka who answered. 


“You said if you couldn’t get better then you would get worse,” Iruka 
said. “You said you would kill him one day.” 


“Let me get this straight,” Kakashi said. “You left the seal for 
Orochimaru because you planned to try and kill him?” He couldn’t 
keep the disbelief from his tone — but Iruka didn’t think it was 
because he thought she was lying. Kakashi had fought Orochimaru 
and very nearly been killed; the idea that Anko could best him was 
laughable. 


“| had to try!” Anko said. “Because if | didn’t, none of you would ever 
forgive me. Everyone in this village will hate me for the rest of my life 
unless | kill him. It’s the only way. It’s the only thing | can do!” 


Her voice had risen again, and her desperation had spread through 
her whole body, no longer shaking but gesturing emphatically. 


“| don't want to be the bogeyman’s apprentice,” she said. “! don’t 
want to be the stories the kids tell to frighten each other. | just want it 
all to go away. I’m so tired of thinking about it, but you won't let me 
stop. You'll always be there, watching me, judging me, and if that’s 
the only life | can have then | might as well just face him and die!” 


lruka missed how it happened. Between Kakashi blocking his view 
and Anko’s waving hands, he only heard her sharp cry, almost 
drowned out by the pounding rain. 


“Shit!” Snail said, and he flung his sword aside. “Shit, shit, shit!” 


That was when Iruka saw the blood at Anko’s throat, running down 
her pale skin to soak the collar of her t-shirt. She pressed her hands 
to it, felt the blood and cried out again in terror. 


“Let me see.” Snail was trying to tug her wrists away, but she was 
pressing hard on the wound and still making small panicked sounds 
that were almost lost under the hammering of the rain. “Anko, you're 
OK. You're OK, it’s not deep, but you need to let me see it.” 


lruka ran forwards, and Kakashi didn’t try to stop him. He didn’t know 
what he could do, but he couldn’t stand back and watch her bleed. 


There was blood slick on Anko’s fingers, but it wasn’t spurting out. 
Snail was right, it hadn’t come close to the artery, and that relief was 
what allowed Iruka to act instead of simply panicking. He wrapped 
an arm around her shoulders, as much to stop her from pulling away 
from Snail as to comfort her, and then brushed her hair back behind 
her ear to get it out of the way. 


“It's not that bad, Anko,” he said, and his voice came out much 
calmer than he’d expected. “I promise you'll be OK if you let go.” 


“?’m going to cast a jutsu to stop the bleeding,” Snail said. He’d given 
up on her wrists and was already forming the hand signs. “I didn’t 
mean to hurt you. I’m sorry. Please let me fix it.” 


Anko turned her wide eyes between him and Iruka. With each 
breath, she let out a tiny whimpering noise like an animal in pain. 
lruka held her tighter. 


It was just as well he'd tightened his grip because that was when her 
legs gave out. Iruka half caught her and was half dragged down by 


her, and they both landed with a thump in an ungraceful tangle of 
limbs. lruka almost toppled onto her, but Anko finally let go of her 
throat to instinctively catch herself on the ground and so keep them 
sitting. When she lifted her hand, Iruka was ready to catch it before 
she could press it back to her neck, but instead she clutched at her 
stomach. 


“It hurts,” she gasped. “It hurts.” 


“What hurts?” Even as Snail knelt down and tilted Anko’s head back 
to finally look at her throat, Iruka pulled up her shirt, fearing a second 
injury, although he couldn’t see how she had hurt herself in the fall. 


There was nothing there, except for the white puckered scar where 
Orochimaru’s knife had gone in a year ago. 


A flash of lightning cut across the whole tableau: the mess of Anko’s 
throat, the bloody hand prints she’d left on the floor, and Snail’s 
sword still shining a few feet away. Yet something was off about that 
brief second of brightness. Something tugged at Iruka’s shinobi 
instincts, made him turn to look across the dojo, searching for the 
source of the wrongness. 


Kakashi hadn’t moved from where Iruka had left him. He had 
dropped his father’s sword — Iruka didn’t remember hearing the 
clatter — but had made no move to pick it back up. Instead he was 
staring at the three of them like he’d frozen in time, unable to even 
call out to them. And then Iruka saw what he saw: the sword and the 
blood, and, only a few feet and eleven years from them, another 
sword and his father’s blood. 


“Kakashi?” Iruka said. 


Another flash of lightning split the room, but this time Iruka saw what 
was wrong: the fork of lightning struck inside the dojo. It sparked 
from the hilt of Snail’s sword and crackled down the length of the 
blade. lruka tasted the ozone once it was gone, and felt the hair rise 
on the backs of his arms in a very familiar way. 


They had summoned Sakumo’s ghost. 


Not only that, but Anko’s chakra was flaring again, and this time 
lruka didn’t think she was doing it on purpose. The black marks were 
blistering over her skin, and Snail jerked his hands back as though 
afraid they were infectious. Maybe they were, for all Iruka knew. It 
was hard to stay so close to her with her chakra sizzling between 
them but he tried his best, gritting his teeth so hard his jaw ached. 


Another flicker of lightning, this time along the blade of Sakumo’s 
sword, too close to Kakashi’s feet for comfort, making him flinch 
back a step. 


“Oh, hell no,” Snail muttered. “Not now.” 


He scrambled up, but couldn't seem to decide if he should go help 
Kakashi or stay with Anko, who was still bleeding and clutching at 
her stomach. Spasms rippled through her as the black marks spread 
across her skin. She threw her head back and screamed. 


lruka had to let go. Her chakra was painful on his skin, or maybe it 
was the electricity, he could no longer tell. He flinched back from 
Anko, trying to find the words to calm her down, but before he had 
chance, Snail was tugging him up and away. 


“It’s not safe in here,” he said. “At the very least, | can get you out.” 
“What? No!” Iruka tried to tug away but Snail was stronger, and he 
towed Iruka across the room, the lightning sizzling along both swords 
as they passed. 


“Wait!” Kakashi called after them, and Iruka was relieved to hear him 
speak but alarmed at the panic in his voice. 


“I’m coming back,” Snail said. “Hang in there. Don't try and touch the 
swords.” 


“| can't leave,” Iruka protested, turning back and trying to wriggle free 
again. Snail hauled him onwards with such force that Iruka tripped 
and would have fallen if Snail hadn’t kept him upright. “They need 
me!” 


“It’s too dangerous. You know what a fire trap this place is? The 
wrong spark of lightning in the wrong place and the whole building 
will go up in flames.” 


“So why aren't you dragging them out too? | can help get them 
outside!” 


They had reached the edge of the dojo proper, and Iruka tried to dig 
in his feet so he wouldn't be pulled into the entrance area. He was 
still casting glances back at Anko and Kakashi, which was why he 
almost missed what happened next. 


There was a loud popping noise and a buzz that Iruka felt in every 
hair follicle on his body. Snail reversed their direction so suddenly 
that Iruka stepped on his own foot and almost fell again. 


The air in front of them had been rent apart by lightning. It flashed 
across the entrance room, seeking out every small glint of metal: the 
door handle, hinges, the nails in the floorboards. Iruka held his 
breath, dreading the flicker of a flame, but nothing seemed to have 
caught. He was suddenly very conscious of the zip on his shorts, 
and glanced down at himself to check his outfit for metal, relieved 
he’d never been much of a jewellery guy. Then he remembered who 
he was standing next to. 


The same thought had already struck both Snail and Kakashi, who 
had run over and had his hands on Snail’s chest plate while Snail 
himself fumbled with an arm guard. 


“Who the hell came up with metal armour?” Snail asked, and he 
sounded almost as panicked as Kakashi. “If you ever want to hold a 
coup, Kakashi, now you know how to do it. Just fry us all in our 
uniforms.” 


“Shut up and take it off,” Kakashi snapped as the chest plate came 
loose. He yanked it away from Snail and threw it into the 
entranceway, then bent down and started on a leg guard. 


“Should we really be piling up more metal between us and the door?” 


“| can make a door if it comes to it. | should have burnt this whole 
place down years ago.” 


They sent the last of the armour skidding through the dust and then 
all three of them watched it, but the lightning didn’t strike again. 


“He didn't want you to leave,” Kakashi said. 


“Why?” lruka asked, and then looked up towards the ceiling, raising 
his voice to address Sakumo directly instead. “We just want to help 
you! We can’t do that if you hurt us. You could have hurt Kakashi, 
and | know you don’t want that.” 


“It must be...distressing,” Kakashi said. “To see blood in here again.” 


“That didn’t feel like distress,” Snail said. He was now wearing only 
his trousers, tank top and mask, and he looked underdressed. “It felt 
like anger.” 


“What would he be angry about?” Iruka asked. “That we’re trampling 
all over the place where he died?” 


“Maybe he’s angry that | let it fall into ruin,” Kakashi said. He was still 
very pale, but the shock of their almost electrocution seemed to have 
snapped him back to himself. “He loved this place. He trained me in 
here all the time. This was his home, built by his family, and | haven't 
respected it like | should...” 


“You're wrong.” The voice was so unexpected that all three of them 
jumped. Anko was still hunched over on the floor, curled up into 
herself with her head bowed and her hair hanging down in a dark 
curtain over her face. The black marks had covered her arms and 


legs and her chakra was thick in the air, sparking here and there with 
the electricity as though they were warring for supremacy. 


“Anko! Are you OK?” Iruka started to go to her, but Kakashi grabbed 
his arm and held him back. 


“What do you mean, I’m wrong?” he asked. “You don’t even know 
what's going on here.” 


“It's your dad’s ghost, right?” Anko asked. “I heard you and Iruka 
talking when you came in here. You’re haunted too. | thought maybe 
you were, back when we floated the lanterns. The way you asked 
me about my ghosts...it was like you got it. | thought maybe you'd 
killed people too.” Kakashi’s fingers flinched on Iruka’s arm. “But it 
makes more sense that your dad’s here now.” 


Something about the way she said it was off. The stress she placed 
on the now. 


“Why does that make sense?” Kakashi asked. 


Anko raised her head. Her face was a patchwork of black and white, 
of who she’d been and who she’d become. Her throat was dark with 
drying blood. 


“Because the White Fang is a hero,” she said, “and there’s a 
monster in his house.” 


As if triggered by her words, lightning struck in the air all around her, 
but the haze of her chakra was so thick that it acted like a shield, 
deflecting the bolts away. Iruka couldn't understand how she was 
blasting out so much. She should be rinsing through it, yet she 
showed no sign of tiring. 


This time a spark did catch on the dusty floor, bursting into sudden 
flames. It was small, but had already started to flare, and Kakashi 
flew towards it, but Anko was quicker. She stomped down and 
ground her shoe into the flames until they were extinguished. Iruka 


had yelped when the flames had caught, but he was no less alarmed 
by Anko’s method of putting it out. 


“What are you doing?” he cried. “You'll burn yourself!” 


“It'll take more than that to burn me,” Anko said. She met his gaze, 
and something flickered across her eyes. “Sensei did a lot of tests 
after he marked me. | know what my limits are — in inches and 
voltage and degrees. I’m a monster of exact measurements.” 


“Stop calling yourself a monster!” 


“Dad didn’t come back here because of you,” Kakashi said. “You 
woke him up just now, but not for the reasons you think. Watching 
you bleed in here was like seeing an echo of his death. He must 
have felt that, but it doesn’t mean he wants to hurt you.” 


“He definitely wanted to hurt us,” Snail grumbled. “I didn’t mean to 
cut her — and | would have healed it if she’d let me.” 


Anko’s neck had mostly stopped bleeding. A few drops still dribbled 
out of the cut when she moved, but otherwise the blood was drying 
on her throat. There were spots of it on her t-shirt where it had 
dripped, crusting the fabric. 


“He didn’t want us to leave Kakashi alone,” Iruka said. “He wouldn’t 
have hurt us — he just had to stop us leaving.” 


“| was going to come back!” Snail protested. 
“He wouldn't care if | was alone,” Kakashi said abruptly. “He knows 
what I’m capable of. He always knew. He started training me when | 


was three years old. | can fight my own monsters.” 


lruka was about to protest once again that Anko was not a fucking 
monster, but Snail spoke up first. 


“That just proves he wanted to protect you,” he said. “He wanted to 
make sure you'd always have the advantage. You were a clan kid 


without a bloodline limit, he had to teach you what he could as 
quickly as he could to keep you safe.” 


“Staying alive would have been a good way to keep me safe,” 
Kakashi muttered. 


“Maybe that’s what he regrets,” Iruka said. “That he couldn't be there 
for you. He still loved you, Kakashi, even though he couldn't stay 
around to watch you grow up. He tried his best — you need to let him 
know that it was enough. That he was a good dad.” 


“Shut up,” Anko said sharply. “Both of you, shut the fuck up.” 
lruka spluttered. “Excuse you?” 


“Stop telling Kakashi how he should feel.” She was glaring at both of 
them. “You don’t know a damn thing about it.” 


“About what?” Iruka demanded. “Losing a parent? | Know all about —” 


“You don’t know how it feels to be left,” Anko said, raising her voice 
to drown him out. “When someone who's meant to protect you 
throws you aside like trash.” 


lruka fully expected the lightning to strike her down. He felt as 
scandalised as if she’d cursed the gods at a shrine, so shocked he 
couldn't give voice to it. 


“Sakumo didn’t —” Snail started, sounding equally outraged, but Anko 
didn’t even look at him as she cut him off. 


“| told you to shut the fuck up!” 


Unexpectedly, Snail obeyed. He turned to Kakashi, as if expecting 
him to give Anko a real telling off, but Kakashi didn’t speak. There 
were words in the air between him and Anko, but none 
communicated by sound. It was all in the look that passed between 
them: something Iruka couldn't interpret, except that it didn’t contain 
the anger he thought Kakashi ought to feel. 


“They're right,” Kakashi said eventually, but his voice was tentative, 
like he was asking permission for something unsaid. “He was a good 
dad. He really did try his best.” 


“Stop repeating what everyone tells you,” Anko snapped. “He left 
you, Kakashi. He left you all alone in the world and it fucked you up. 
It doesn’t matter how good he was before that day, because his 
goodness doesn’t change how painful it was. If anything, it makes 
everything worse. If he’d been a bad father, it wouldn’t have hurt to 
know he’d rather die than stay with you.” 


“| wish he hadn't done it here,” Kakashi said suddenly. “Why did he 
have to do it here when | was in the house? | know he didn’t mean 
for me to find him — he killed himself early in the morning. | was 
meant to be sleeping. He’d already asked a friend to come round 
early and look after me. She was the one who was meant to wonder 
where he was and go looking. But | was here, sleeping, and that 
wasn't enough to make him stop. He didn’t love me enough to make 
him stop.” 


“That isn’t true,” Iruka said, appalled, just as Snail said, “It wasn’t 
about how much he loved you.” 


“Why do you two care about Sakumo’s reputation so much more 
than you care about Kakashi?” Anko snapped. 


“Why do you not understand that insulting Kakashi’s dad right in front 
of him is not OK?” Iruka shot back. “Wasn’t Sakumo insulted enough 
when he was alive? That’s what drove him to his death! You need to 

stop being so insensitive —” 


“And you need to stop treating him like a martyr who could do no 
wrong.” 


“He was a hero!” 


“You're not helping Kakashi,” Anko yelled. “You think it’s comforting 
to have your feelings trampled all over like that? He’s trying to tell 


you something and you're not listening because you're too busy 
running the Sakumo fan club. Could you let him speak for two 
minutes without jumping in to try and explain to him what his dad — 
who you never even met — was thinking when he died? Maybe — just 
maybe, Iruka — your opinion isn’t needed.” 


lruka was so angry that his hands were shaking. How dare she act 
like she knew Kakashi better than him? How dare she imply that he 
was hurting Kakashi when he’d given his all to help? 


“Of course | listen,” he ground out between clenched teeth. “Of 
course | care how Kakashi feels.” He turned to Kakashi, who wasn't 
looking at either of them; his shoulders were hunched almost up 
around his ears as though trying to protect himself from the words 
flying back and forth around him. “Kakashi, you Know you can say 
anything, right? You can feel anything you want.” 


“| hate him,” Kakashi said. 


There was a stunned silence. Ilruka could hear his heartbeat 
pounding in his ears. Even the rain outside seemed quieter. 


“You what?” he asked, and he heard in his voice that Anko had been 
right. He was appalled that Kakashi felt that way and he couldn’t 
even hide it. Couldn’t take it back even when Kakashi flinched at his 
tone and stared harder at the floor. 


“| hate him,” Kakashi said again, louder. “Il love him, and | know it 
wasn't his fault, but | hate that he did this to me. I’ve been trying not 
to for years but | can’t stop.” He finally looked up — at Iruka rather 
than Anko, and he looked distraught. “I Know I’m a terrible person, 
but it feels like he didn’t love me enough. | know that’s unfair — | 
know it isn't true, and that everything you've said about him is right, 
but | still can’t make myself believe it. And that’s my fault, not his — 
/’m the bad person, not him.” 


“That's bullshit,” Anko said. “You’re not a bad person, you've just had 
these stupid fucking rules drummed into you about how you’re 


supposed to feel. There are good people who you’re allowed to love, 
and bad people who you're allowed to hate, but no one ever 
acknowledges that good people sometimes do terrible things and 
bad people can show you kindness. It’s like they think we’re 
surrounded by saints and villains, and they expect us to be saints or 
villains too. But that’s not how it works! You're allowed to love 
someone and be angry at what they’ve done to you. It doesn’t make 
you a bad person, it just makes you a person.” 


There was another strike of lightning, accompanied by a boom of 
thunder as it rent the air apart. Iruka swore he could feel the buzz in 
his back teeth, and Snail grabbed his shoulders and shoved him 
down into a crouch, an arm over him as though that offered any 
protection from a lightning strike. 


Neither Anko nor Kakashi had ducked. Iruka peeked up at them, not 
daring to rise even if Snail hadn’t kept him pressed down. 


“| don’t want to be angry with him,” Kakashi whispered. The sound 
barely carried across the room. “I want to forgive him.” 


“And how’s that been going for you?” Anko asked. “We don’t always 
get what we want, Kakashi. Maybe you can’t forgive him. Maybe no 
one should expect you to.” 


“What else am | supposed to do? Live with these feelings forever? | 
want to move past this. | should be strong enough to move past this!” 


“Maybe he just wasn’t a good dad,” Anko said loudly, and the 
lightning crackled furiously around her. She stared it down, raising 
her chin defiantly. “I heard you talking about him before. It sounds 
like all he did was leave you with babysitters while he went off on 
missions — and when he was here, he spent all his time training you.’ 


“It wasn't like that,” Kakashi said, and there was finally an edge to his 
voice. 


“Then what was it like?” 


“| don’t know,” Kakashi said, throwing up his hands. “I was six. | 
never got the chance to know what kind of person he was. | barely 
remember him. All my life, people have told me what he was like but 
l’ll never know if any of it’s true. But now I’m a shinobi and there’s a 
young kid | want to take care of, and I’m failing just as much as he 
was — maybe more. | get it now — how hard it must have been for 
him to take care of me and to keep all the violence in his life away 
from me. No wonder he failed. 


“But when | think about how Naruto’s life would be if | were gone, | 
hate my dad even more. Because | could never do that to Naruto. | 
might not be able to raise him, and | might be doing a shitty job, but 
I’m the only person who really cares about him. Without me, he 
would have nothing. So | can’t understand how my dad could have 
thought I’d be OK without him. How he thought his fucking honour 
was more important than me. 


“It’s not fair, and | know I’m not being fair, but he wasn’t fair to me!” 


The room exploded with lightning. It sizzled and crackled through the 
air, Snail’s armour clanging in the entryway as it was struck again 
and again, clattering across the floor with the force of the shocks. 
Anko threw up her arms, but it still couldn't penetrate through her 
aura of chakra, and Iruka yelped as a bolt struck the floor far too 
close to him and Snail for comfort, setting the dust alight. Snail 
grabbed his arm. 


“Barrier!” he yelled. 


The two seconds Iruka spent fumbling in his pocket for a seal were 
the most terrifying of his life. He was sure that at any moment his 
muscles would seize with the electricity searing through him, cooking 
his flesh and sending his heart into spasms. But then he had the 
barrier up around Snail and himself and they were both still alive. 


The only clear spot in the room was where Kakashi stood. The 
lightning zig Zagged around him, making his hair stand up straight on 
his head but not touching him. He’d raised his hands so they were 


poised to form a jutsu, but Iruka didn’t think there was anything even 
he could do. Small fires were starting all over the dojo: on the dirty 
floor, on the unadorned walls, crackling and growing as they hungrily 
fed on the wood. 


“Stop it!” Kakashi yelled, turning around this way and that as if 
seeking the source. His gaze snagged on Iruka and Snail, huddled 
together beneath the barrier as the fire grew larger mere feet away, 
and his eye widened in horror. “Leave them alone!” 


The lightning stopped. It was so sudden it felt unreal, as though a 
part of the landscape had suddenly vanished. Iruka blinked against 
the afterimages as he stared around the room, not believing that it 
could be over. He kept the barrier up. 


“We have to get out of here,” Snail said. “Now, while we can.” 
“| have to finish what | came here for,” Kakashi said grimly. 
“There are too many fires!” 


It was true. The lightning may have gone, but the room was on fire in 
a dozen places, and the air was already growing hazy with smoke. 
lruka breathed in the scent of burning dust and coughed it back out. 
Snail reached over to tug his t-shirt up over his nose and mouth, and 
didn’t let go until Iruka held it there. 


Kakashi surveyed the flames and then turned to Anko. “Can you put 
them out?” 


Anko considered, flexing her fingers. “I can figure something out,” 
she said. “What are you going to do?” 


“Something Iruka suggested,” Kakashi said. “A reverse summoning.” 
He approached Sakumo’s sword, which had been jostled across the 
floor by the lightning, but had avoided being swallowed by the 
flames. “You said that by spilling blood here, my dad bound himself 
to the house. A symbolic contract. | think you were right about the 


contract but wrong about the details. It wasn’t the house that 
summoned him, it was me. We're connected by blood in ways that 
can’t be broken. He’s as much a part of me as Obito is — more, 
because I’ve belonged to him since | was born, and him to me. 
There’s a contract of fealty between a father and son whether we 
want it or not.” 


He bent to pick up the sword, testing its edge with his thumb. As 
Anko watched the flames, considering how best to tackle so many 
fires, Kakashi cast a quick jutsu over the sword. The blade seemed 
to flash white for a second, and then when Kakashi pressed his 
thumb to it again he nodded, satisfied, and stood up with it clutched 
in his hand. 


He approached the bloodstain, hesitating at the edge of the spot 
where his father had died. Up to this point he had seemed so 
confident, but now the blade shook gently. There was a burning 
patch close to him, but he didn’t seem to feel the heat, not even 
glancing at it as he tightened his fingers around the hilt and haltingly 
raised the blade. 


lruka’s attention was jerked away as Snail swore suddenly beside 
him. The fire had reached the edge of the barrier, moving so quickly 
that Iruka hadn't noticed. The smoke was worse now, stinging his 
eyes. The barrier kept the worst of it out, but it wasn’t airtight. It 
should, however, be flameproof, although Iruka was starting to worry 
about the heat, which was rising as the flames licked up the side of 
the barrier, searching for fuel to burn. 


“Hang in there, Iruka,” Anko called, and then Iruka felt her cast her 
jutsu. 


The power behind it was suffocatingly vast, filling the room more 
thickly than the smoke, more furiously than the heat. A great 
groaning sound rose over the crackling of the fire, like a giant 
walking over a bridge. Then the groaning became a cracking and 
splintering; a beam crashed to the ground near Kakashi’s feet, 
forcing him to leap aside. 


Kakashi didn’t let himself get distracted. Even as debris crumbled 
down the walls, Kakashi raised the now-sharp edge of the sword to 
his palm. There was one false start — two — as he flinched his hand 
away from the blade before he could cut, but the third time he closed 
his eye, took a deep breath and then sliced in one quick jerk. lruka 
drew in a hissing breath, but the cut was no deeper than the one to 
Anko’s throat. Blood ran slick down Kakashi’s wrist and dripped from 
his fingers, but not enough to cause harm. At least, not physical 
harm. 


Kakashi opened his eye and swayed slightly as he saw the blood. 
lruka was scared he was going to faint, but he clenched his fist and 
took a moment to gather himself back out of the past. 


As he grounded himself, Anko raised her arms slowly. Her teeth 
were gritted with the effort, very white against the black patch of skin 
over her mouth. She grunted, knees bending with the strain as 
though she were lifting something heavy up into the air, and the 
flames guttered wildly as a fresh wave of chakra roared through her. 


“Now, Kakashi,” she yelled. “Do it now!” 


Kakashi opened his hand, held it out palm down so it dripped blood 
onto the stain amidst the dust and flames. 


“Hatake Sakumo,” he said, loud and clear. “I revoke our contract and 
surrender all rights to your services. | free you from any debts you 
still owe and thank you for your allyship. May we meet again on 
equal terms.” His chakra was rising now too, barely a wave beneath 
Anko’s rising tide. “Now get the fuck out of my house!” 


He slammed his palm down onto the floor, blasting chakra through it 
so that the floorboards buckled and split where his father had 
breathed his last breath. Around him, the flames roared and shifted, 
slathering towards him. Too close, too hot. 


“Anko!” lruka yelled, but that was all he got out before her jutsu 
crescendoed with a final shriek of wood on wood. 


The whole roof lifted up off the top of the dojo. The building 
shuddered as the final joists gave way, and Iruka was sure it was 
going to collapse around them, but the walls held. Anko let out a 
throaty scream and jerked her arms over to the side, and the roof 
jutted up at one end like a capsizing ship, raining huge chunks of 
wood and nails across the floor. Then it careened downwards at a 
sharp angle, taking it over the edge of the wall to smash onto the 
lawn outside. The ground shook, and the sound went on and on. 


The storm outside was still raging. Iruka had forgotten about it until 
the driving rain hammered down around them, hissing in the flames 
and pooling on the wooden floor. Anko lowered her arms, surveying 
her work with tired satisfaction as the fires retreated, petering out 
one by one. 


There was a short, shocked silence. 


“Don’t you know any water jutsus?” Kakashi demanded. His voice 
was a shade higher than normal. 


“?’m a fire type,” Anko said. “I’m crappy at water jutsus.” 
“So you took the roof off?” 


“It’s not like you were using it,” Anko said defensively. Her hair was 
already plastered to her face, but the black marks were receding 
across her skin. After a display like that, it should have been a 
miracle she was still standing, but she looked fine. A little tired, 
perhaps, but not about to keel over. 


lruka realised his mouth was hanging open beneath the t-shirt still 
covering his face. He shut his jaw with a snap and then tugged the t- 
shirt down. There was still smoke trapped inside the barrier, and he 
checked on the fire beside them, saw it smouldering meekly on the 
damp wood, and then let the barrier down. The rain was warm but 
vicious, and he and Snail both ducked under the sudden onslaught. 


Snail got to his feet first, reaching down to help Iruka up, though he 
kept his gaze on Anko the whole time. 


“Did it work?” he asked. “That has to have worked.” 


“No more lightning,” Kakashi said, turning in a slow circle and 
surveying the ruins of his dojo. It was barely recognisable as the 
same place they'd first set foot in. “Which is just as well since we’re 
all soaked now. Didn’t anyone ever teach you fire safety, Anko? You 
should never use water for an electrical fire.” 


“Oh yeah,” Anko said in the tones of one dredging up some forgotten 
lesson from school. “Guess | didn’t think that one through. Good 
thing you kicked your dad out when you did.” 


Kakashi started to raise his hand to his hair, which was in danger of 
covering his good eye, but then realised he was still bleeding. Iruka 
hurried over. 


“Here.” He knew a simple healing jutsu, which he cast quickly, laying 
his hands over Kakashi’s palm to stop the flow of blood. “Are you 
OK?” 


Kakashi was still holding the sword in his other hand, and he looked 
down at the blade, already washed clean by the rain. “I think so.” 


The floor was almost as ruined as the roof: scorched black and 
smoking, cracked and splintered, strewn with debris. Even Kakashi’s 
blood had vanished into the rivulets of water flowing down through 
the cracks. If lruka hadn’t known they were standing on the 
bloodstain, he wouldn't have been able to pick it out. 


“That was a lot more power than | expected of you,” Snail said, and 
lruka realised he was speaking to Anko. There was something flat 
about his tone that Iruka didn't like. 


Anko heard it too and hunched her shoulders. “Are you really about 
to get on my case about saving your life?” 


Snail didn’t reply immediately, and Iruka wished he wasn’t wearing 
the mask. In his henges, Snail’s face was expressive, but from his 
voice and body alone, Iruka couldn't read him. 


“She already explained why she left that seal for Orochimaru,” Iruka 
said. “And she just helped us! You can’t still be mad at her after all 
that.” 


“It’s not about whether I’m mad at her,” Snail said. “Or even about 
whether | believe her. This isn’t personal, it’s my job.” 


All Anko’s pride at having put out the fires was drooping out of her, 
revealing the core of her earlier fear, which had never entirely gone 
away. 


“You're still going to take me to T&l,” she said, voice trembling. 


“Snail...” Kakashi said. “You don’t have to scare her. Can’t we go into 
the house and get dry while we talk about this?” 


“You're not seriously suggesting that we keep this to ourselves,” 
Snail said. 


“No, I’m not,” Kakashi said, shooting Anko an apologetic look. “But 
she’s already been hurt at least once,” he cast a meaningful look at 
Snail’s sword, “and she just poured out more chakra than her body 
should hold. She’s not an enemy; she’s a child who was placed 
under our protection, and | want to make sure she’s OK.” 


Snail stared hard at the floor for a long moment and then nodded 
stiffly. 


“You're right,” he mumbled. “Let's get them both inside.” 
Anko hung back as Snail started towards the door, testing the floor 


slowly as he went to make sure it still held his weight. Iruka touched 
a light finger to Kakashi’s palm, making sure the torn skin had knitted 


back together, and then he let his jutsu wink out. He looked over at 
Anko, who stared back at him uncertainly. 


“Are you still mad at me?” she asked. 
“No.” 
“Are you scared of me?” 


“A little bit.” It didn’t feel as awful as he’d imagined to admit it, 
perhaps because Anko didn’t lower her gaze. She already knew. 
“But, you Know, sometimes good people do terrible things. 
Sometimes good people fee! terrible things. It doesn’t make you a 
monster if you still love him, Anko. It just makes you a person.” 


The rain had stuck Anko’s loose hair to her neck. The black marks 
had entirely faded, and there wasn’t a trace of the curse mark left on 
her skin. It was as hidden as it would ever be. 


She nodded, wordless, and scrubbed at the rain on her face. When 
lruka beckoned her across the expanse of scorched wood, she 
came. She looked up at Kakashi, who regarded her without fear, 
without anger. 


“I’m sorry about your dad,” she said. 
He laid a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. 


“Thank you,” he said. 
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Anko was gone. Iruka stood and stared at the compound gate and 
couldn't quash the feeling that there was something he could have 
done to prevent Snail from leading her away. 


Beside him, Kakashi adjusted the umbrella he was holding over 
them both. The rain had eased off over the past hour, but it was still 
coming down steadily. Iruka’s clothes were damp, and after weeks of 
heat, he finally felt cool. Yet it wasn’t a relief. 


“What will happen to her?” he asked. 


Anko had asked the same thing several times, but Iruka hadn't 
trusted the answers any more than she had. He thought now it was 
just the two of them, Kakashi might be more honest. 


“| really don’t know,” Kakashi said. “Sandaime will be most 
concerned with whether Orochimaru has been in contact with her, 
but it'll be easy enough to prove what she said. He'll probably ask 
Inoichi to have another rummage in her head. But Anko hasn't 
exactly endeared herself to the Yamanaka clan or to ANBU. As far 
as they're concerned, we've already been very lenient with her.” 


“That's bullshit,” Iruka muttered. “How come she gets all the 
punishment? What about the orphanage staff who knew kids were 
going missing and did nothing? What about the teachers? What 
about the ANBU who knew and did nothing?” 


“There’s a big difference between negligence and actively leading 
those kids to their deaths,” Kakashi said, a shade defensively. 


“And there’s a big difference between a thirteen-year-old girl and a 
whole team of ANBU,” Iruka shot back. “Orochimaru would have 
killed her if she’d told anyone.” 


Kakashi didn’t have a retort for that. 


“Snail will let us know how things went,” he said. “He'll be back as 
soon as he’s done with his shift, though don’t be surprised if he’s 
later than he said. | have a feeling this is going to cause a lot of extra 
work for him.” 


“Poor Snail,” Iruka said flatly. 


If he was honest with himself, most of his bad mood was brought on 
by a feeling of impotence. He hadn’t been able to do a damn thing to 
help Anko, or Kakashi, or Sakumo. Anko’s words, when she’d 
accused him of policing Kakashi’s feelings, were weighing heavily on 
him, as were Mizuki's accusations that he hadn’t been paying Anko 
enough attention. 


They'd both been right. 
“What are you going to do about the dojo?” he asked Kakashi. 


They both turned to survey its remains. Anko had sent the roof 
crashing down onto the lawn at the back and it wasn’t visible from 
here. Luckily, the main house hadn't been damaged, although bits of 
debris were scattered across the veranda. The roofless dojo was a 
shock to the system no matter how many times Iruka laid eyes on it: 
it was like turning and finding a headless man standing behind him. 
He’d offered to set up a barrier over the roof to protect what was left 
of it from the rain, but Kakashi had told him not to bother. 


“| think it's beyond saving,” Kakashi said. “I'll have to get it properly 
demolished.” 


“Are you OK with that?” 
Kakashi stared at roofless walls through the drizzle. 


“Even before | was overrun by ghosts, that building haunted me. | 
always knew it would fall down one day if | left it for long enough. 


Maybe I'll build something else there. Or plant something. It would 
be nice to have a memorial.” 


“If you really hate your dad,” Iruka said softly, trying to keep all 
judgement out of his tone, “then would you really want a memorial? It 
would remind you of him every day. Of how he died.” 


“| already think about him every day,” Kakashi said. “I always will, no 
matter what | do with the ground here. Even if | moved right across 
the village, nothing will ever get him out of my head. | need to find a 
way to make peace with that.” 


“Did this help?” Iruka asked, gesturing to the ruins before them. 
Kakashi was quiet, considering. 


“I don’t know,” he said at last. “I feel like it should have done, but | 
still haven’t forgiven him, and | still feel awful about it.” 


It wasn't the answer Iruka had been hoping for, but it was the one he 
understood. “I still feel really sad that my parents are dead. | think I'll 
always be sad. But | feel less alone now than | did at first. You don't 
have to be sad on your own, you know. Or angry. I’m sorry if | ever 
made you feel like you couldn't be angry.” 


“| didn't think | was angry,” Kakashi said very quietly. “Il used to be, 
years ago, but | thought I’d got over that. Now | don’t know how | feel 
anymore. | wish | didn’t feel anything.” 


lruka wanted to comfort him, but didn’t know how. He'd failed so 
miserably at providing comfort over Sakumo, he didn’t quite trust 
himself not to fuck it up again. 


“It's almost over now,” he said, which seemed safe because it was 
true. “We're three ghosts down, and if Yondaime-sama went away by 
himself then there’s only one more left.” 


Kakashi sucked in a long, slow breath and then let it out. 


“Yes,” he said. “The worst one.” 


Snail knocked at the gate at half past five, an hour and a half later 
than his shift should have ended. Iruka was the one who had to go 
and let him in. Kakashi had fallen asleep shortly after they'd gone 
back inside, sitting on the sofa with his head lolling back against the 
cushion, and although Iruka had wanted very much to know why Rin 
would be the worst ghost, he hadn't had the heart to wake him. 


When Iruka opened the gate, he found Snail in the same male henge 
he’d worn on the night of Obito’s exorcism. He’d noticed that while 
Snail’s female henge was classically feminine, his male one was 
much more androgynous, with long eyelashes and good 
cheekbones. He didn't look all that happy to see Iruka, and Iruka 
couldn't honestly say that the feeling wasn’t mutual. 


“How is she?” he asked, without moving aside to let Snail through. 


“Pissed off and upset,” Snail said, with more honesty than Iruka had 
expected, “and very scared. But unhurt, and as far as | know, likely 
to remain that way. | can’t make you any promises because I’m not 
in charge of what happens to her, but | asked three different people 
what the plan was and it seems like they’re going to sweat her out in 
a cell at T&l for a couple of days.” 


“A couple of days?” Iruka repeated, aghast. 

“Just to scare her. | mean, they probably will talk to her more, and | 
don’t know what the long-term plan will be, but they seemed satisfied 
that she didn’t know where Orochimaru was.” 


lruka wasn't comforted. What if they locked her back up with the 
Yamanakas for another year? What if they wouldn't let her join a new 


genin team? Her life had only just started edging back towards 
normal — it would be easy for them to take away the few freedoms 
she'd been given... 


“Can | come in?” Snail asked. 


lruka realised with a start that he was still blocking the gate. He 
moved aside, and Snail eased his umbrella through the gap and then 
shut the gate behind him. He looked over towards the remains of the 
dojo and pulled a face. 


“How’s Kakashi?” 
“Sleeping. Sakumo tired him out.” 


“lll bet.” Snail was still staring at the dojo. Neither of them moved. 
“Iruka, look,” Snail said after a moment, “this is awkward for both of 
us. | know you’re pissed off with me for being hard on Anko, and 
honestly | think that’s unfair of you so I’m a little pissed off too.” 


“’m being unfair?” 


“Kakashi and | have been doing the same job and you give him a 
free pass.” 


“| don’t,” Iruka argued. “But he saved her last year, and he’s nicer to 
her than you are.” 


“And you like him a lot more than you like me,” Snail said. “Which is 
fine. | also like Kakashi a lot more than | like you. But | don’t dislike 
you. | think you’re a little naive and bull-headed, but you're not a bad 
person.” 


“Thanks?” 


“We've still got one more ghost to face,” Snail said. “And we can 
make that easy on Kakashi or we can stress him out even more by 
fighting about Anko. Personally, I’d rather we keep things friendly — 


or at least civil — until we’ve dealt with Rin. Then if you want to rip me 
a new one, give it your best shot.” 


lruka really did want to give Snail a piece of his mind, but he 
grudgingly agreed with the sentiment. When it came to Kakashi, they 
were as united as they were at odds when it came to Anko. 


“Can't you request a transfer or something?” he asked. “You don't 
have to work the Anko shifts, do you?” 


Snail’s expression grew troubled. “I could, but she wouldn't be better 
off with anyone else. | Know we all seem harsh from where you’re 
standing, but everyone assigned to her watch was chosen because 
we're sympathetic. We're the best she’s going to get.” 


lruka wished he could disbelieve that, but he’d had enough of his 
own run-ins with ANBU to know the truth of it. Even the nice ANBU 
had never let him get away with causing trouble. 


“Then | guess we can call a truce,” he mumbled. “If that’s the best 
you can do.” He turned towards the house and said over his 
shoulder, “Kakashi made about three dozen muffins if you want one.” 


Snail fell into step beside him and smiled. “I'll take ten,” he said. 


In the end, since neither of them possessed any skill in the kitchen 
whatsoever, they had three muffins each and called it dinner. 
Kakashi was still asleep on the sofa and they didn’t want to disturb 
him so they opened the kitchen door and sat just inside the veranda, 
watching the rain and letting the heat out of the house. 


“| think, if Kakashi’s up to it, we should deal with Rin tonight,” Snail 
said. He had changed henges twice while they ate the muffins, first 


to female and then back to male, and now he was twiddling his 
fingers together again as if considering a third change. 


“Tonight? We've only just dealt with Sakumo! We can’t do two ghosts 
in one day.” 


“Why not?” 


“We don't have a plan, for one thing,” Iruka pointed out. “Do you 
know what's in her box?” 


“The wooden one with all the seals?” Snail shrugged. “No idea.” 
“Well, how are we meant to get rid of her when we don't even know 
what’s tethering her here? She hasn’t even shown up yet! And 
Kakashi thinks she'll be the strongest ghost.” 

“He might be right.” 


“What makes you say that?” 


Snail started threading his fingers slowly through the signs for his 
henge, and Iruka watched, fascinated despite himself. 


“Do you know,” he started, and then with a small burst of chakra 
finished her sentence, “how Rin died?” She was now the petite 
blonde Iruka was used to seeing in evening dresses, so it was odd to 
see her in Snail’s male clothes: a tank top that hung loose off her 
small frame and a pair of trousers too long for her to walk in. 


“| know she died during the war,” Iruka said. 
“That's all you know?” 
“Uh huh. Why, did Kakashi tell you what happened?” 


Snail hummed an affirmative. Iruka wasn’t surprised, but he was 
irritated. He didn’t think he could ever get over the knowledge that he 


wasn't the first person to know Kakashi's every secret, as ridiculous 
as that feeling was. He tried very hard not to let it show on his face. 


“It's not really my place,” Snail said slowly, “but | think it’d be kinder 
on Kakashi if he doesn’t have to tell you himself. It’s a really shitty 
story.” 


“Is there such thing as a happy story where someone dies?” 


“No, | mean it’s really fucked up. More than Obito, and probably on 
level with Sakumo. Maybe worse than him too.” 


Snail clearly didn’t want to have to talk about it. She pulled her knees 
up to her chest and hugged them, staring out at the rain so she didn't 
have to look Iruka in the eye. Iruka waited her out. 


“Rin killed herself,” she said, and it wasn’t so much the words that 
caught Iruka off guard as it was the tone. There was a total lack of 
sympathy in the way she bit it out. If anything, she sounded angry. 
“Mist captured her while she was out on a mission and they had a 
grand scheme to turn her into a jinchuuriki and use her to take down 
Konoha from the inside.” 


“A jinchuuriki?” |ruka felt his back pop from how quickly his spine 
straightened. “They put a tailed beast in her?” 


“Yeah, and she wasn’t a huge fan of being used as a weapon, so 
she decided to sacrifice herself. And that all sounds heroic and noble 
up until the point where she used her fucking friend to kill herself.” 


lruka had indeed been thinking that killing herself to save lives 
should have garnered a little more respect, but Snail’s second 
sentence stopped that thought in its tracks. He remembered 
suddenly that some absolute bastards in the village called Kakashi 
‘Friend-Killer’. lruka had always assumed that this was because 
Kakashi was the only survivor of his genin team, but suddenly he 
wondered if the moniker had its roots in the story Snail was about to 
tell. 


“What did she do?” he asked. 


“If Kakashi told this story, he’d tell it differently,” Snail said. “He 
wouldn't have called it a suicide. He’d have said he killed her with a 
chidori straight through the chest. But she’s the one who tricked him 
into it. She stepped right in front of his attack, knowing damn well 
how his father died. She made him her sword, and | will never 
forgive her for that.” 


lruka felt like his skin didn't fit his body anymore. It was too tight over 
his torso, crushing his lungs and pressing heavy on his stomach. He 
had imagined the death first from Rin’s perspective, but now he 
reversed that to Kakashi’s point of view. There were so many pieces 
inside a human chest. He didn't want to imagine what it had felt like, 
and could not stop himself from trying. No one should have to know 
the flutter of lungs against their wrist, or the slick nodules of a spine 
between their fingers. Iruka pressed a hand against his mouth and 
breathed very hard to try and make the feelings go away. 


“You said she hadn’t shown up yet,” Snail said. “But I’m not sure 
about that. Did you notice that yesterday Sakumo came with 
lightning? Even though it wasn’t his element.” 


lruka blinked himself out of his thoughts with some difficulty. “Yeah, | 
thought maybe...” He trailed off, unsure he understood the shape of 
his thoughts enough to voice them. He wished Eagle had never 
planted that seed of doubt in his mind. “Did Rin have a lightning 
affinity too?” 


“Not as far as | know, but she died via chidori. That’s Kakashi’s 
signature lightning jutsu. If she was full of lightning at the moment of 
her death, maybe she could carry it over.” 


That made about as much sense to Iruka as some of the things 
Kakashi had rambled about back when Obito had possessed him. 


“What does that have to do with Sakumo?” 


“Maybe he wasn’t alone in that dojo. Or maybe she infected him 
somehow because they’re both suicides. Like in death they got 
tangled up together. | don’t know, I’ve never had to deal with more 
than one ghost at a time before, | don’t know how they affect each 
other.” 


lruka had almost forgotten that Snail had claimed to have been 
haunted once too. 


“What happened with your ghost?” he asked. “You got rid of it, 
right?” 


Snail wrapped a lock of hair around her finger and watched the 
colour leach from the flesh as she tightened it. 


“Yeah, but that was...a very specific situation.” 
“Tell me about it anyway. Maybe it can help.” 


Outside, the rain was staring to ease off again. The sky was still very 
dark, but the drumming against the roof had quieted to a patter. 


“You remember | told you that while | was working for Espionage, | 
completed two missions,” Snail said. “I told you about the second 
one, but the haunting happened on the first.” 


lruka tried to remember if she’d said anything last time about her first 
mission but came up blank. 


“You said you hated the first one,” he said. “Was that why? Because 
there was a ghost?” 


“| hated it because it was cruel,” Snail said. “So unbelievably cruel.” 
She pulled the hair even tighter until the pad of her finger was flush 
with trapped blood. “I didn’t know what they were planning to do 
when | accepted the mission. They told me in the brief that there was 
this family they wanted me to infiltrate. Their son was a genin who’d 
recently died on a mission, and the body hadn't been recovered, so 


they wanted me to disguise myself as him. | wondered at the time 
how they knew for sure the kid was dead, but | thought, well, we're at 
war and he’s the enemy, so clearly we killed him.” She paused. “! 
wasn’t wrong. Except that when they were telling me all this, they let 
me think it had already happened. | didn’t realise they were planning 
to assassinate him just so | could take his place.” 


lruka’s instinct was to tell her she must be wrong. Konoha didn't 
assassinate children, not even in wartime! Instead he asked, “How 
old was he?” 


“Thirteen. A year older than me. They brought me his body so | could 
make a henge that looked like him. It was so...fresh. That’s when | 
realised he’d died because of me. If | hadn’t said yes to the mission 
then maybe they wouldn't have killed him.” 


“Couldn’t you have told them you wouldn't do it?” 


Snail shook her head slowly. “He was already dead. If | hadn’t done 
it— and | really don't think | had a choice — then he’d have died for 
nothing. So | designed myself a body that looked just like his and 
every time | looked in the mirror | saw a dead boy looking back. But 
pretending to be a real person is different than making up somebody 
new. I’d never met him while he was alive, but | had to go back to his 
parents and make them believe | was him. And, Iruka, it was so 
easy.” 


She finally let the hair fall slack and unravel, the colour evening out 
along her finger as the blood broke free of its dam. 


“There's this technique called cold reading,” she said. “Sham 
mediums use it at séances, to trick grieving people into thinking their 
lost loved ones are speaking to them. It boils down to being good at 
reading people, and then reacting accordingly. It’s what | did with 
that boy’s parents. They’d missed him so much, Iruka, they were 
ready to give me all the excuses | needed. If | acted too quiet, they 
asked me what was wrong, so | learnt | had to be louder. When they 
spoke about people | didn’t know, | mirrored their emotions back at 


them, kept everything | said very vague, and it shouldn't have 
worked but it did. 


“Inside, | was absolutely panicking. | was way out of my depth. And 
the whole time | knew their son was dead and they would never 
know what had happened to him. They were carrying on their lives, 
not knowing. It was awful. But the only way to get through it was to 
push myself down and try to be him as closely as possible. And 
that’s how the haunting started.” 


The injection of a ghost into this story was the least horrifying thing 
about it. Iruka was still caught up in the boy’s parents having no idea 
their son was dead. But it would be difficult to believe he was alive if 
his ghost had turned up. 


“Didn't that give you away?” he asked. “If he came back to haunt 
them?” 


“He didn’t come to haunt them,” Snail said. “He came to haunt me. | 
think his spirit came home and saw his body walking around and 
wanted it back. I’m not sure exactly when it first started, or when | 
realised what it meant. Sometimes I’d see someone | swear I'd never 
met before and I'd find that | already knew their name. Or I'd say 
things in a conversation — things | couldn’t have known. And when 
those things happened | felt very...distant. Like my body was going 
through the motions without me being present. Like it didn’t need my 
input at all. And eventually | realised it was him. It had to be. There 
inside my body with me, living his life through me.” 


“You were possessed,” Iruka said, understanding. He leaned 
forwards. “So how did you get rid of him? Why didn’t you say 
anything when we were trying to get rid of Obito?” 


“Because Kakashi wasn’t wearing a henge he could come out of,” 
Snail said. “He wasn’t on a mission with an expiration date. My ghost 
left when | left. We faked my death, his family had a funeral and they 
were all finally able to grieve. After | dropped that henge and started 
my new mission, | never felt him again.” 


They were both quiet for a while. Then Iruka said, “They gave you 
some really shitty missions.” 


Snail laughed quietly. “They were all shitty missions back then.” 
“I'll say,” said Kakashi’s groggy voice from behind them. 


lruka spun around and found Kakashi leaning against the kitchen 
counter and stifling a yawn. 


“Kakashi!” He scrambled up. “Are you feeling better?” 


“I’m OK,” Kakashi said. “I hadn’t realised how tired | was.” He was 
looking at Snail, who was still sitting by the door, looking up at him. “I 
heard you telling Iruka about your ghost,” he said. “Sorry.” 


Snail waved a hand. “It’s not like you haven't heard it before. |, um. | 
also told him about Rin.” 


Kakashi nodded slowly. “Thanks. Speaking of her, you gave me an 
idea. Something you said about mediums and seéances.” 


Snail relaxed a little as she realised she wasn't in trouble. “You want 
to hold a séance?” 


“| want this to be over,” Kakashi said. Despite his nap, he still looked 
very tired. “And | don’t want to sit around waiting for her to strike first. 
We might as well call her out and try to convince her to leave.” 


“Do you think she'll just go if you ask?” Iruka wasn’t convinced, but 
then he didn’t know anything about Rin other than how she’d died. 


Kakashi avoided his gaze. “Il have something that might persuade 
her,” he said slowly. “Something she wanted me to have when she 
was alive. | wouldn’t take it when she first offered, but...when she 
sees I’ve kept it all this time, | think she'll be satisfied.” 


“The thing in the box?” Iruka asked. 


“Yes.” 
lruka waited, but Kakashi made no attempt to explain further. 


“Do you know how to hold a séance?” Snail asked. “I’ve never even 
played with a Ouija board.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not keen to 
mess with things we don’t understand. What if we accidentally 
summon an evil spirit? Aside from Rin, | mean,” she added, and 
ignored the look Kakashi gave her. 


“Well, your story gave me an idea about that too,” he said. “But 
you're really not going to like it.” 


Snail frowned, but Kakashi only gave her another pointed look. 
Something passed between them that Iruka couldn't interpret, and 
then Snail suddenly jerked back and said, “No! No way in hell!” 


“You’re the only one who can do it,” Kakashi said. “I wouldn't ask if | 
could think of anything else.” 


Snail stood up, almost tripping over the ends of her over-long pants 
legs, and thrust a furious finger at Kakashi. 


“| can’t believe you would listen to me recounting my highly traumatic 
possession and think ‘hey, that’s a great idea!’ | don’t want to play 
host to your dead psycho bitch.” 


“Don’t call her names,” Kakashi mumbled, but he sounded suitably 
guilty. 


“Besides, I’ve never even met her — how do you expect me to make 
a passable henge, huh? You know how complicated a true henge is? 
This isn’t your basic illusion henge, where you just think real hard 
about how you want to look and then snap your fingers. I'd have to 
design it. From scratch!” 


“| have a photo,” Kakashi said. “How long would it take?” 


lruka had caught up by now to what they were talking about, and for 
once he was on Snail’s side. 


“You can’t ask Snail to let Rin possess her!” he said. “What if we 
can't get her out again? You said she’d be the strongest — and we 
barely managed to get Obito out of you.” 


“This is different,” Kakashi argued. “It’s like Snail said about her own 
haunting — a ghost that wants to possess its own body won’t stay if 
the body changes. All you need to do to get rid of her is to drop the 
henge and she'll go.” 


“You’re making a lot of assumptions based on the one time | got 
possessed,” Snail said. “Besides, even if that would work, if she’s too 
strong then she might not let me drop the henge. And then what'll | 
do?” 


“Isn’t there a jutsu or something to force someone out of a henge?” 


Snail shook her head. “There’s a seal that can do it, but | couldn’t 
draw it for you. And | doubt that’s one Iruka knows.” 


They both looked at Iruka, who had never heard of such a seal 
before. His ignorance clearly showed on his face, because they both 
turned back to their argument before he’d had chance to speak. 


“Well, if we can’t get her out of you then we’ll take you to see Iruka’s 
seals sensei. She'll know what to do.” 


“But | don’t want a ghost inside me,” Snail wailed, and was too upset 
to even make a Sex joke. 


“| know. I’m sorry.” Kakashi ran a hand through his hair, which was 
still mussed from the static and his impromptu nap. “If you really 
don't want to do it then | won’t make you. We can try the séance 
anyway. Maybe we can set up some kind of Ouija board so she can 
speak to us without possessing anyone. I'll ice the alphabet onto 
those muffins or something.” 


“We ate some of them,” Snail said miserably. 


Kakashi crossed the room and rested a hand on top of her head, 
patting her awkwardly and then shoving his hands back into his 
pockets. 


“We'll figure something else out,” he said, and although he was 
trying to comfort her, he sounded like he hadn't slept for days. 


“| could always run and get the Compendium,” Iruka suggested. 
“There could be something else helpful in there. | can get there and 
back in twenty minutes if | run.” 


“I’m not sure that seals will help us this time,” Kakashi said. “But 
thanks, Iruka. | just need to think some more. How long do we have 
until sunset?” 


lruka glanced outside through the kitchen door. The clouds were 
thinning, but there couldn't be more than a couple of hours of 
daylight left. 


“Not long,” he said. 


Snail had been gnawing on her lip but she suddenly let out a 
frustrated noise and caught Kakashi’s arm. 


“If | do this then it'll be over,” she said. “One way or another. | mean, 
if she did get stuck inside me then you could at least push me out 
your front door and your house would be ghost-free again.” 


“| won't let anything bad happen to you,” Kakashi said at once. “lIruka 
and | are more than capable of performing another exorcism. But we 
shouldn’t have to. | really don’t think she'll stay inside you for long.” 


“And for once that won’t be a disappointment,” Snail muttered, and 
lruka didn’t entirely understand but he was fairly sure it was one of 
those things he’d learn when he was older. “I hate this, Kakashi. | 
hate this so much.” 


“But you'll do it?” 
Snail closed her eyes and pulled a face. 


“Give me a photo — photos, multiple, if you can. Then I'll tell you if | 
have enough to work with.” 


“Thank you,” Kakashi said, and moved like he was going to hug her, 
but at the last moment he chickened out and merely patted her on 
the arms in the world’s worst attempt at casual contact. 


“You owe me muffins every day for the rest of my life,” Snail said. 


“It's a deal.” 


Snail managed to eat two more muffins as she worked on her henge. 
lruka didn’t know where she put them, especially since, as Rin, she’d 
be even smaller than usual. 


“She told me once that all the henge stuff gives her a fast 
metabolism,” Kakashi said as they set up the dining room for the 
séance. “Something to do with using chakra and changing the shape 
of her body so often. I’m still not sure if she was making it up.” 


Since Snail’s usual mirror had been smashed, and she wasn’t keen 
to return to the henge room anyway, Kakashi had found her another 
mirror and helped her set it up in his bedroom. She had complained 
that it hadn’t been a full-length mirror — it was a decorative one that 
had previously hung in the living room, about four feet across with a 
gilded frame — and had also lectured them both on a proper henge 
set-up, which apparently should involve an entire room full of mirrors, 
angled to give her a perfect view of every inch of her body. They also 


didn't have any clothes that would fit her, Rin having died when she 
was fourteen. 


“| do all my initial work on henges naked anyway,” Snail had said, 
which had not only made Iruka blush, but Kakashi too. “Don't look at 
me like that — | don't do it to be weird! | have to see what I’m working 
on until I’ve got the general anatomy down. You wouldn't ask an 
artist to cover up half his canvas.” 


“lll find you a dress,” Kakashi had said with feeling. “One without 
any...cleavage.” 


“Find some safety pins too,” Snail had advised him, and then she’d 
shut herself firmly in the bedroom and told them not to open the door 
because she was taking her clothes off. They hadn’t dared go within 
ten feet of the door since then, and Iruka was trying very hard not to 
even think about it. 


After some consideration, the two of them had decided on the old 
formal dining room for the séance. They didn’t really need a table 
that could seat eight people, but there was plenty of space for 
candles (lruka had petitioned against the use of electric lights and 
Kakashi had agreed). Kakashi had even found a silver candelabra in 
a cupboard somewhere, and some long red candles to fill it. It now 
sat in the centre of the table, unlit, and beside it sat the box. 


“Are you going to tell us what's in there?” Iruka asked when he 
simply couldn't bite his tongue any longer. 


Kakashi, he'd noticed, did not like to touch the box. When he’d 
carried it through, he’d held it away from his body and watched it so 
closely he’d almost walked into the doorframe. He treated it like 
there was something inside it that might explode at any moment — 
and maybe there was, for all Iruka knew. 


“You'll find out when | open it,” Kakashi muttered. “I think we’re done 
in here. Can you help me find a dress for Snail? Please?” 


lruka took pity on him and didn’t ask again. 


After much deliberation, they picked out a dress for Snail. It was 
white satin, with a high lace neck and matching long lace sleeves. 
The skirt was cut a little long, but Kakashi had held it up against 
lruka — to Iruka’s horror — and decided it would probably do. 


They decided to deliver it together because neither of them was 
brave enough to go alone. They both held their breath after Iruka 
knocked, and then both jumped when Snail opened the door a crack. 


“What took you so long?” she asked. 


She still had the same voice as before. Iruka wasn’t sure if that was 
something she could change. 


“Are you decent?” Kakashi asked warily. 


“Not yet.” The door opened another three inches and a hand thrust 
out towards them. It was small, and clearly belonged to someone 
slightly shorter than lIruka. “Hand it over and go away for an hour. 
Then I'll need your opinion, Kakashi.” 


Kakashi hesitated with the dress still in his arms. 

“| don't think | want to see her until | have to,” he said. 

“She might not be quite right,” Snail warned him. “I'll do my best, but 
turning a photograph into a real person is harder than you might 
think.” 


“I'm sure you'll do fine.” 


“OK,” Snail said in a gentler tone. “Then I'll call for you when I’m 
ready and Iruka can come let me know if you're all set up.” 


Kakashi nodded, although Snail couldn't see him, and finally handed 
her the dress. Her arm disappeared back through the crack. 


“Not my style, but it'll do,” she said. “See you later.” 


The door clicked shut again. 


The sun set quickly that evening. One moment, there was soft, 
cloud-filtered light creeping through the windows, and then Iruka 
found himself squinting through the gloom and realised that the day 
was done. 


Outside, the rain had finally stopped. Kakashi had opened all the 
outer doors and windows to let the cool air into the house, and there 
was even a breeze that slipped in and out of the rooms and nuzzled 
itself over Iruka’s skin like a cat. It felt blissful, but as the shadows 
grew deeper, he found himself glancing up every time it ruffled the 
curtains. Every movement became a secret sign that something was 
approaching. The darkness gathered in close to the windows, 
watchful and expectant. 


When Snail called out, Iruka felt that the moment had come too 
soon. The night was black outside, and they had already lit the 
candles in the centre of the table and others, fat and white, placed in 
saucers around the room. 


“Are you ready?” lruka asked. 

Kakashi was sitting at the head of the table. The wooden box sat 
before him like a place setting, and the candlelight dancing over it 
made the seals seem to move. He had been staring at it for a long 
time, and he didn't take his eyes off it now. 


“Bring her through,” he said. 


When Iruka knocked at the bedroom door, Snail called him in. He 
pushed the door open cautiously, and although he’d seen Rin’s 
picture, it was a shock to see her standing before him in the flesh. 
She was a little shorter than him, with large, dark eyes and her hair 
cut into a shaggy bob that brushed her jaw. This room was lit by 
candles too, and perhaps it was because of the light or the white of 
the dress that her skin looked sallow. In the pictures, she had worn 
stripes of purple paint on her face, the meaning of which Iruka didn’t 
know, but Snail had no paint and her face was bare. She didn’t 
smile. 


“Is it time?” she asked, and when Iruka nodded, she gestured at the 
mirror, which was propped up lengthways against the wall. “Help me 
bring this.” 


lruka obediently lifted one end. “Why?” 


“It ll help if we can see our face,” she said, and that use of the plural 
pronouns gave Iruka chills. He watched her face closely as she 
picked up her half of the mirror. 


“Is she already here?” he asked. 


“| thought | felt someone watching over my shoulder,” Snail said. “But 
it might have been my imagination. There’s always something 
uncanny about wearing the flesh of the dead.” 


She blew out the candles as they passed, and then Iruka was left 
alone in the dark with a girl who had died four years ago. He focused 
on the smooth metal of the mirror frame in his hands and didn’t look 
at her while they carried it down the dark hallway towards the faint 
flicker of light. 


lruka entered the dining room first, walking backwards, so he didn’t 
see Kakashi’s reaction when Snail stepped into the room. She had 
done what she could with the dress, but it was still far too big for her, 
the lace climbing up her pale throat to her chin, and down over her 
hands to the second knuckle. The skirt flowed down to her ankles, 


and beneath it her feet were bare and they whispered against the 
fabric as she moved, always threatening to catch beneath her step. 
She was like a wraith still wrapped in her grave clothes, freshly risen 
from her coffin. 


“Where should we put this?” Iruka asked, and it came out as a 
whisper. 


“On the table. Like this.” 


They laid it flat before the box, and had to move the candelabra 
down to the far end of the table so that the mirror filled most of the 
space. It fit neatly, with a slight border of wood on either side, so that 
anyone sitting at the head of the table or to his left or right could look 
down and see their faces reflected back up at them. 


lruka sat down to Kakashi’s left, and Snail sat on his right, so the two 
of them were facing each other. Only then did Iruka look towards 
Kakashi, who hadn't spoken a word since they'd entered the room. 


Both of his eyes were shut and his head was bowed. He hadn't yet 
looked at Snail. 


There were large windows along one wall overlooking the grounds, 
all open wide. The candle flames guttered in the breeze, and the 
shadows swooped and fell. Snail was watching Kakashi too. 


“Shall we start?” she asked. 


Kakashi nodded. Snail hadn’t changed her voice at all, and with 
Kakashi’s eyes shut, there was nothing to betray her face. If he only 
listened, she would still be herself and nothing more. lruka was 
tempted to do the same, but it was too late. She was already we to 
him. 


“Take my hand,” Snail said. “And don’t let go until the very end, no 
matter what happens. The circle must not be broken.” 


She reached across the table to Iruka, resting her wrist on the dark 
glass of the mirror, and when he hesitantly joined his hand with hers, 
he was surprised that it was warm and alive. Kakashi blindly opened 
his hands for them to take, and Snail reached out and took one, then 
looked at Iruka expectantly. For the third, and perhaps for the final 
time, Iruka wrapped his hand in Kakashi’s, and tried to memorise 
every callous on his palms, the length of his fingers, the bumps of his 
knuckles. He tried to feel out the join where their heart lines crossed 
and couldn't, but imagined he could. 


“What do you need me to do?” Kakashi asked. 


All through the evening he had acted as though he would lead the 
séance himself and had some sort of plan, but now Iruka thought he 
had lost all sense of what to do. It was just like the first night when 
they had spoken to his mother and Iruka had needed to step in and 
take the lead. But Iruka didn’t know what to do tonight, and he didn’t 
need to. Snail was the medium, not him, and she'd had a long time 
to think. 


“Invite her to sit at the table,” she said. “And then talk to her — about 
anything you like. Shared memories. Things you left unsaid. I'll help 
you, and eventually, it won’t be me anymore.” 


Kakashi nodded, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed hard. He 
still hadn't opened his eyes. 


“Rin,” he said, and his voice tremored on her name. “I know you're 
here. | want to talk to you. Please...sit with us.” 


Snail leaned forwards and stared down into the mirror. Most of the 
light was down at the other end of the long table where the 
candelabra sat, and Iruka wondered whether she could see her 
reflection at all. 


Kakashi stayed silent for a long moment, his hand flexing in Iruka’s 
as he tried to work out what to say. 


“Tell me about when you first met,” Snail suggested. 

Kakashi took a breath and nodded. “We weren't in the same class at 
school,” he said. “I was two years younger, so I’d seen Rin and Obito 
around but we only really met when | joined their genin team.” 

“What did you think of Rin when you met her?” 

“| didn't like her,” Kakashi said guiltily. “But | didn’t like anyone much 
at that age. With Obito, the feeling was mutual, but Rin seemed to 
like me right from the start. | never understood why.” 


Snail was still gazing into the mirror, eyes locked on her own 
reflection. 


“And she and Obito got on well?” 


“Sort of. He had a huge crush on her but she didn’t feel the same 
about him.” He hesitated. 


“Because she had feelings for you,” Snail said. 

Even with his eyes shut, Kakashi looked startled. 

“Did | tell you that?” he asked. “I don’t remember telling you that.” 
“No,” Snail said, and there was something distant about her voice as 
though most of her concentration lay elsewhere. “You never told me 


but it...felt right. | could sort of...see it.” 


Her grip on Iruka’s hand had relaxed, as had the set of her 
shoulders. Another breeze gusted through the room and one of the 
candles went out, sending a small plume of smoke curling up over 
the table. 


“What else do you feel?” Kakashi asked. 


Snail tilted her head, as though listening for something. 


“She told you how she felt,” she said slowly. “Before the war.” 


“During,” Kakashi corrected. “Before Obito was killed. He tried to tell 
her —" 


“And she turned him down,” Snail said. “You were there. It was ona 
mission, you'd all realised you might not make it back alive. So she 
wanted to tell you in case she never got another chance. She took 
you aside and she said...” A little wrinkle appeared between Snail’s 
eyebrows. “| can’t make out the words.” 


lruka found himself listening too, holding his breath, but all he could 
hear were the small noises of the settling house and the slow drip of 
rain still trickling off the eaves. 


“She told me her heart belonged to me,” Kakashi said. His hand 
clenched a little in Iruka’s and Iruka gently squeezed it back. “I told 
her I’d never asked for it, and | didn’t want it. | was so cruel. | 
shouldn't have said it that way.” 


“You should have been kinder,” Snail said, and she sounded very 
dreamy now. “She remembered that day as she stepped in front of 
your chidori. She thought...” Her lips moved silently as she listened 
to the words and when she spoke again, her voice was a little higher, 
a little breathier. “She thought she’d rather die by your hand than 
anyone else’s. This hand.” She lifted Kakashi’s hand off the table 
and finally turned her face away from the mirror. “I remember this 
hand. | remember what it took from me.” 


Kakashi’s whole body shuddered. He finally forced his right eye open 
and turned to see who was holding his hand. There was a moment 
of infinite stillness, and then Rin smiled. 


“I've missed you, Kakashi,” she said. 
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lruka had thought he was used to the ghosts, but Rin was different. 


It was her real, solid presence in the room that made him recoil, and 
he would have flinched away from her hand if she hadn't gripped him 
tight. Logically, he knew it was Snail who sat in the chair across from 
him, at least physically, but there was no trace of her left. In her 
place was a dead girl’s body inhabited by a dead girl’s soul. 


Rin held herself differently. She leaned eagerly towards Kakashi and 
smiled with a guileless openness that felt much younger than Snail’s 
knowing looks and wicked grins. Kakashi leaned back away from her 
but she tugged on his hand until he sat up straight in his seat again. 


“Why don’t you look happy to see me?” she asked. “You invited me.” 


“|, | didn’t...” Kakashi stumbled over his words. He couldn't tear his 
gaze away from her, but in the same way that a rabbit gazes straight 
at the fox. 


Until now, Iruka had remained as quiet as he could, but Snail wasn’t 
here to help anymore and Kakashi clearly couldn't do this on his 
own. 


“He invited you back for Obon,” he said. “But Obon’s over and you 
shouldn't still be here.” 


She turned to him with surprise as though she hadn’t noticed him 
until that very moment. She didn’t seem aware that their hands were 
joined. 


“| don’t want to leave,” she said. 


“You have to,” Iruka said, trying to keep his voice gentle, though it 
shook. “Until Obon next year, when you can come back during the 
festival.” 


“But | don't like being dead,” Rin said. “It's dark and cold and it goes 
on and on.” She stared down into the mirror and her voice took on 
the same dreamy tone as Snail’s had. “Everything stops feeling real 
when you don't have a body. Sometimes | wonder if all my memories 
were just dreams and | was never real.” She leaned over the glass, 
her short hair hanging forwards and framing her face. “Is that me?” 
she whispered. 


“It isn’t your body,” Iruka said. “You can borrow it for a while, but you 
have to give it back.” 


Her chin jerked up and her gaze landed first on him and then slid 
back to Kakashi. 


“I’m not leaving,” she said, more stubbornly. “I only just came back.” 
She squeezed Kakashi’s hand and the absent expression was 
replaced by that smile again. “Now we can finally be together. That’s 
why you called me back, isn't it? Because you wanted to be with 
me.” 


“| — | wanted,” Kakashi started, and this time managed to force out 
the rest of his sentence, “to talk to you. To say sorry.” 


“For rejecting me?” 


“For killing you,” Kakashi said. “Rin, I’m sorry | couldn't find a way to 
save you. | would have done — | would have tried — if you’d let me. | 
wish you'd given me more time. Minato-sensei could have figured 
something out, he knew about jinchuuriki. Why didn’t you let us help 
you?” 


Rin frowned. “I don’t want to talk about dying,” she said. “It hurt and | 
was scared.” She didn’t seem to notice Kakashi’s flinch, and Iruka 
could have kicked her. “I want you to tell Iruka that he’s wrong and 
you want me to stay.” 


lruka felt like he’d swallowed battery acid. 
“How do you know my name?” he asked. 


Rin hesitated. “I’ve seen you here,” she said slowly, as though 
dredging the memories up. “You were here when poor Obito went 
away. You drew all those funny symbols on the floor and on... 
Kakashi...” Something shifted in her expression and her gaze grew 
colder. Iruka shrank back from it. “I Know who you are,” she said, 
“and | don’t want you here.” 


“Iruka stays,” Kakashi said sharply. “He’s my friend and | invited him 
here too.” 


lruka would have been gratified that Kakashi found his voice to 
defend him except that Rin was still watching him and he was very, 
very conscious of their joined hands. She might be dead but she was 
a trained shinobi inhabiting the body of an ANBU. If she wanted to 
hurt him, she probably could. 


“He doesn’t want us to be together,” she said. “He wants you all for 
himself.” 


Her tone dripped with insinuation. Forget swallowing the battery acid 
— lruka was doused in it. He was hot and cold and electric all over, 
on the inside and out. She knew how he felt about Kakashi, he was 
sure of it. It was there in the jealous darkness of her gaze, and Iruka 
didn't know what she'd seen to give him away but he knew that she 
knew. And she’d just come out and said it right in front of Kakashi. 


He was going to be sick. 


“This isn’t about lruka,” Kakashi said. Was it possible he didn't 
understand? “This is about you and me.” 


Apparently it was the right thing to say. Rin’s attention snapped back 
to him and all the animosity was wiped clean off her face. 


“| Knew you loved me,” she sighed. “I always knew you'd change 
your mind if | only waited long enough.” 


“| didn’t —’ Kakashi started to protest, but she cut him off. 


“| knew it as soon as | saw that.” Her gaze flicked down to the box. 
“You kept it all this time.” 


Kakashi sucked in a sharp breath. 


“Do you know?” he whispered after a long pause. “Do you know 
what's in there?” 


“Of course | Know,” Rin said. “I gave it to you.” 


“| took it,” Kakashi said. He was staring at the box now as though he 
was caught in a nightmare. “I shouldn’t have. It was so fucked up, 
you must think I’m the worst person ever.” 


“Never,” Rin soothed him, stroking the back of his hand. 


“| don't know why | did it. You were dead and it was right there in my 
hand and all | could think was that you’d wanted me to have it and I'd 
turned you down, so the least | could do was take care of it now.” He 
let out a harsh sound that could have been a laugh or a sob. 


There was a familiar taste of static in the air now. It wasn’t strong, 
but Iruka had grown sensitive to it. He stared at the box and felt the 
hairs on his arms start to rise. 


“Let me see it,” Rin coaxed softly. 


“| can't.” Kakashi shook his head wildly, and Iruka couldn't imagine 
what could terrify him so. “I don’t want to see it. | don’t want anyone 
to see it!” 


“Don't | have the right?” Rin asked. “It was mine before it was yours.” 


She lifted their joined hands and reached towards the box, Kakashi 
resisting but not enough to stop her. Either she was much stronger 
than she looked or he was powerless to oppose her will. She was 
squeezing so hard that his fingers were mashed together, and when 
they hovered over the box, she twisted his hand to push it down 
against the lid, trapping it there. 


“Open it,” she said, very gently. His skin was white under her grip. 


It was Iruka who Kakashi looked at then, his eye very wide and 
pleading. 


“Please don't leave,” he whispered. “When you see it, please don't 
leave.” 


Then he opened the box. 


There was a small flash of chakra as he released the seals, and then 
he uncurled his fingers from Rin’s — who didn’t let go of him — and 
pushed up the wooden lid. It slid smoothly on its hinges, sticking up 
at ninety degrees and obscuring Iruka’s vision of what lay within. 
Then Kakashi pushed the box away from him, up onto the glass of 
the mirror, so that all three of them could see what was inside. 


At first, in the dim candlelight, Iruka couldn’t make it out. It was red 
and pink and shapeless and there was something off about the 
texture. Almost...fleshy. There was a scent too, raw and bloody, like 
the rare times Mizuki bought beef and chopped it into thin strips that 
oozed red over his fingers. 


“My heart,” Rin breathed. “You wanted it after all.” 


lruka stared at the heart in the box and the only half-hysterical 
thought his brain managed was that damn, those were some 
amazing seals to keep it fresh for all these years. 


Beside him, Kakashi had both eyes squeezed shut again and he was 
trembling. 


“lruka?” he said, or lruka thought that’s what he said. His lips barely 
moved, and his name was a whisper of breath. 


“lm here,” Iruka said, and his voice came out breathless too. “I’m still 
here.” 


He didn’t think he could move if he wanted to. There was part of a 
dead girl on the table before him, and his muscles had all gone weak 
with the knowledge. But even if he’d had the strength to, he could 
not — would not — leave Kakashi alone with what he’d done. 


“You have to give it back,” he said. 
Rin’s head snapped round so suddenly that Iruka flinched. 
“| don't want it back,” she said. “It’s Kakashi’s now.” 


“It's upsetting him,” Iruka said. “He can’t move on from your death 
while he still has a piece of you here with him all the time.” 


“He shouldn’t move on from me!” Rin said, and she looked angry 
now. The static in the air grew thicker and strands of hair stuck to her 
cheeks as she leaned across the table towards him. “I loved him! | 
still love him. And then suddenly he was gone — my whole life was 
gone — and | had to leave everything behind. It isn’t fair!” 


“You’re the one who stepped in front of his chidori,” Iruka argued, 
even as he shrank back. She was so small and slight, she shouldn’t 
have been so frightening, but he was thinking of Sakumo’s lightning 
and the fire, and Rin’s fingernails digging into his skin. She could 
hurt him. She could hurt Kakashi. 


“| died for him,” Rin said shrilly. “Kakashi, tell him! Tell him you want 
me to stay.” 


Kakashi had been sitting and breathing shallowly, but now he forced 
himself to look up at Rin again. lruka could see the effort it cost him, 
and he squeezed Kakashi's hand, trying to send him what little 
strength he could spare. 


“I’ve felt so bad all this time that | didn’t return your feelings,” Kakashi 
said. “After you died, | tried to make myself love you. | thought | 
should. But it never worked, and | only realised later that | could 
never have felt that way for you because...because | don’t feel that 
way about girls.” 


Before Iruka’s heart had time to do more than stutter, Rin stood up 
so violently that her chair crashed to the ground behind her. Iruka 
was yanked forwards in his seat, his stomach slamming into the 
edge of the table. 


“But you kept my heart! That means you love me.” 


“| told you, | can’t,” Kakashi said. He rose to his feet as well. “I kept 
your heart because | was so fucked up by your death. Don’t you care 
what it did to me when you died? | can’t forget it, you know. | still 
dream about it all the time and | wake up sweating, and I’m scared 
that the nightmares will never stop because | know I'll never forget!” 


“You shouldn’t want to forget me! How could you say that to me? 
After | lost everything to protect you.” 


“| never asked you to,” Kakashi yelled. “Just like | never asked for 
this stupid eye, or this stupid empty house, or my dad’s stupid face. | 
didn’t want any of this! So why should | have to spend my whole life 
feeling like it’s my fault you’re all dead?” 


“You killed me. I’m dead because of you.” 


“No, you’re not! But I’m so messed up because of you. You and my 
dad and Obito, because you all made me think | could have saved 
you. Because you all made me choose between blaming you and 
blaming myself, and no one’s allowed to be mad at the dead. 
Especially not the dead heroes. | hate that you died to save me 
because there isn’t any way I’m allowed to feel about that. If | wish | 
died instead then I’m being ungrateful, if I’m angry you used me to 
kill yourself then I’m being selfish, and if | want to forget you then I’m 
cold-hearted. Isn't it enough that | have to grieve without hating 
myself too?” 


Rin’s expression had oscillated during this rant between outrage and 
despair, but now it settled on the second. Her large, dark eyes shone 
with tears. 


“But you don’t have to grieve,” she said. “I’m right here. | can stay. 
That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” 


“You can’t stay here!” Kakashi yelled, so loud that Iruka jumped. “1 
want you all to go away!” 


There was a faint flicker of movement in the corner of Iruka’s eye. 
Both his hands had been yanked so he was leaning out over the 
table, and now he glanced down and found the box far too close for 
comfort. 


He caught the movement again, and at first he thought there was 
something inside the box with the heart: an insect, perhaps, that had 
flown in with the breeze. But no, even in the dim light he could see 
from this close that there was nothing else there. His own heart gave 
a slow squeeze of horror as he watched. 


Rin’s heart was beating sluggishly. It wasn’t perfectly rhythmical, but 
the contraction of muscle was undeniably real. It made no sound, but 
lruka’s mind filled in the quiet beat he knew it should make: bu-bum, 
bu-bum, bu-bum. 


Rin was talking again. She and Kakashi hadn't noticed the heart. 
Their words filtered through to Iruka as he watched it pulse 
bloodlessly. 


“But this is all | want,” Rin said. She sounded like she was crying. “I 
would give up everything else from my old life just to have to you 
back.” 


“You never had me in the first place,” Kakashi snapped. 
“You told me you loved me...” 


“That was Obito! You’re dead, Rin. You’re dead and | need you to 
rest so that | can move on from this.” 


“But I’m right here! I’m...” She looked down at herself, suddenly 
breathing hard. “This is me, isn’t it? | need...” She looked around 
wildly, spotted the mirror on the table and tried to use her and Iruka’s 
joined hands to brush the box out of the way. Iruka yelped and jerked 
their hands away from it, horrified at the thought of touching it. 


The heart beat faster, and he tasted static. 


“That’s not your real body,” Kakashi said, also trying to jerk Rin away 
from the table — away from lIruka. “Your body is gone forever, and 
after Snail drops that henge, he'll never use it again. You won’t have 
any way back in.” 


“No!” Rin cried, and she yanked her hand hard. Iruka tried to hang 
on, but she yanked again, the table biting into his stomach, and he 
had no choice. He let go. 


Snail hadn’t said what would happen if the circle was broken. lIruka 
caught himself with a hand on the mirror, not wanting to fall forwards 
onto the heart. Then Rin was grabbing at the box, still trying to shove 
it out of her way, and Kakashi’s hand jerked away from Iruka too. 


He grabbed Rin, dragging her back, and she screamed and fought 
him, squirming in his arms. 


“Let me see! | need to see! Let go of me!” 


“Why are you still here?” Kakashi demanded. He’d opened both his 
eyes and they were panicked and wide. “We broke the circle! | 
thought that would make it stop.” 


lruka scrambled around the table to help, but Kakashi waved him 
back before he got close. 


“Stay back! She’s too strong for you to —” 


Rin broke away from him and rushed at the table — and Iruka. 
Kakashi swore and lunged, and Iruka jerked back, trying to get out of 
the way. 


There was a flash and a scream. Rin crumpled to the ground 
between them. Kakashi was frozen in shock, his arms still 
outstretched towards where she'd been standing. 


“| didn’t touch her,” he breathed. “I didn’t even...how did |...?” 


Then he looked down at the body on the ground, which hadn't 
moved, said “oh my God” and dropped to his knees beside her. 


“Is she OK?” Iruka rushed over too, and noticed two singed patches 
on the back of her dress where Kakashi would have touched her had 
he closed the final few inches. 


“| don’t know!” Kakashi was trying to roll her over, and Iruka helped 
him lay her out on her back. Her eyes were shut and she was totally 
unresponsive. 


“Hey, wake up!” Kakashi pressed his ear to her chest. “She’s still 
alive.” 


“Should | run for a medic?” lruka asked. His mouth was very dry. 
“How big was the shock?” 


“| don’t know. | think...it can’t have been that big. | didn’t even cast a 
jutsu. This has never happened before!” He kept touching Snail: her 
arms, her face, her chest, constantly checking her heart was still 
beating. “Please wake up,” he said. “Please, Kawaguchi, wake up! | 
can’t lose you too, | can’t kill another friend!” He was shaking her 
now, bent over her desperately. “Kawaguchi! Kawaguchi, please!” 


Her eyelashes fluttered. Iruka grabbed Kakashi’s arm. 
“Stop shaking her. Look, she’s waking up.” 


“Kawaguchi?” Kakashi said again. “Hey, come on, you can do it. 
You're OK.” He kept up a litany of coaxing words as Snail slowly 
came around, leaning over her so low that lruka tried to gently ease 
him up, afraid she wouldn't get enough air. 


“Kakashi?” Her gaze had focused on his face. She sounded groggy, 
but Iruka was almost sure it was Snail and not Rin who'd woken. 


“Yeah, I’m here,” Kakashi said. “I’m right here. I’m so sorry, | didn't 
mean to hurt you. | should never have asked you to do this, I’m 
sorry!” He still had a hand pressed over her chest as though 
frightened her heart might stop. “Does it hurt? Can you move?” 


“My back hurts,” Snail said. She shut her eyes and shifted a little. “I 
feel really weird. Was | dreaming?” 


“What's your name?” Iruka asked before Kakashi could say anything. 
He needed to be sure. 


” 


“?m...” Snail opened her eyes and frowned. “I’m... 


Kakashi looked up at Iruka, wide-eyed, finally catching on to what he 
was thinking. Then he grabbed both of Snail’s hands and lifted them, 
bringing them together. 


“You're wearing a henge,” he said. “I need you to drop it. Can you do 
that?” 


“A henge?” 
“Just drop it for me, OK? It’s really, really important.” 


He let go of her hands, and she stared at them vaguely as though 
they were someone else’s, slowly flexing her fingers. Then she 
brought them together in a single, sharp motion and there was a 
rush of chakra as her body shifted and Rin disappeared. 


In her place was a boy who Iruka had never seen before, and yet 
recognised instantly. He looked exactly like Snail’s female henge: he 
had the same messy pale blond hair, cut much shorter, the same 
large brown eyes, the same pretty features. He even had the same 
skinny build, which wasn’t a terrible fit for the dress. He’d been 
building a female version of himself, Iruka realised now. 


“Feel better?” Kakashi asked. 


“Not really,” Snail said, and the sound of his own voice seemed to 
startle him. 


“Your name,” Iruka said again. 
“I’m not allowed to tell you my name.” 


lruka relaxed. That wasn’t Rin. He glanced up at the table, and 
couldn’t see the heart from down here, but he was certain that if he 
got up and looked, it wouldn't be beating. 


When he looked back, Kakashi had leant his forehead on Snail’s 
shoulder. 


“I’ve already said your name like ten times,” he said, and laughed 
weakly. “Il was so scared. I’m so glad you're all right. Let’s just stay 
here a minute, OK? And then I’m taking you up to the hospital, just to 
get you checked out.” 


Snail rested a hand on Kakashi’s shoulder and then stared at his 
own fingers again as though trying to work out whose they were. 


lruka thought he knew what might help. He got up and went back to 
the table, closing the box without looking too hard at the unmoving 
contents, and then pushed it out of the way. He picked up the mirror 
with some difficulty and brought it over, trying to angle it so that Snail 
could see his own face. 


“You’re you again,” he said. “Rin’s gone. It’s OK.” 


Snail stared at his own reflection. No comprehension sparked in his 
face, only a slight furrowing of the eyebrows. 


“Is that me?” he asked. 


lruka faltered, not sure what to say. Had the electricity done 
something to his head? Or was this what happened after a 
possession? 


“Yeah, it’s you,” Kakashi said without lifting his head. “Gimme your 
hand.” He groped around, and when he found it, he pressed their 
hands palm to palm. “Go on. You know what to do.” 


As lruka watched, Snail tapped his index finger against Kakashi’s 
index finger, and then his middle finger against Kakashi’s middle 
finger, working down all four and then starting again. It reminded him 
of the technique Snail had taught him to hone his chakra control, and 
lruka wondered now if there was a secondary purpose to that 
method. Some of the vagueness was leaving Snail’s expression as 
he focused on tapping their fingers together, like the touch was 
grounding a part of him that Rin had left adrift. 


“Better?” Kakashi asked again after a few silent moments. 
“Yeah,” Snail said. “Better.” He looked up, saw Iruka, who was still 


holding the mirror, and this time when his gaze caught his own 
reflection, he frowned in a different way. “Why did you let me change 


out of my henge when Iruka’s here? Also, come to think of it, why am 
| on the floor?” 


Kakashi finally lifted his head. 
“Do you remember the séance?” 


Snail’s face screwed up in thought. “Sort of. Bits and pieces. Did you 
get rid of Rin?” 


Kakashi looked around at the room as though searching for a sign. 
“Maybe? She didn’t want to leave.” 


“| think | Know how to make sure she’s gone,” Iruka spoke up. He'd 
manoeuvred the mirror carefully back onto the table, and now he 
pointed to the box. “You have to give it back, Kakashi,” he said 
gently. “You can’t keep it anymore. You have to let it go.” 


Kakashi ducked his head. “I know,” he whispered. “I know.” 


It was close to midnight by the time they arrived at the graveyard. 
Snail — Kawaguchi — seemed to be fine. Kakashi had fussed over 
him some more, but he’d insisted he come along with them to bury 
the heart. He’d changed back into the clothes he'd arrived in, but not 
into the male henge, and Iruka kept stealing little glances at his face. 


“Am | really that pretty?” Kawaguchi asked when he’d caught Iruka 
staring for about the fifth time. 


“No!” Wait, that was too harsh. “Il mean...yes? Wait, | mean...” Iruka 
gave up, flustered. 


Kawaguchi was grinning. “Good to know | still have that effect on 
you.” 


“Stop teasing him,” Kakashi scolded. “Iruka, just ignore him.” 


“?’m trying,” Iruka muttered, glancing again at Kawaguchi’s face. “But 
it's weird how much you look like, uh, you.” 


They were threading their way among the graves, Kakashi leading 
the way with a torch. The beam of white light bounced over the 
gravestones as they went, but Kakashi barely glanced at the names, 
seeming sure of his direction. 


The streets had almost been empty as they'd passed through, and 
the graveyard was deserted. It was strange to have to skirt puddles 
and to smell the wet earth, although the clouds had finally blown 
away and a gibbous moon hung bright in the sky, turning the rain- 
drenched headstones silver and catching on the jewel-bright droplets 
of water speckled through the grass. 


“This one,” Kakashi said suddenly, picking out a grave with the beam 
of his torch and slowing his step as they approached. 


Nohara Rin was the name inscribed on the gravestone. They stood 
over it in silence, and Iruka wondered if Rin hung over them even 
now, watching them return the last piece of her body to where it 
belonged. 


Kakashi had carried the box, although Kawaguchi and Iruka had 
both offered. He wouldn’t let them touch it, and he’d flushed as he’d 
sealed it shut again and stuffed it into a bag, hunching over it as 
though ashamed to let them see. Neither of them had asked any 
more about the heart, although Iruka still didn’t understand what had 
driven Kakashi to take it in the first place. He would probably never 
understand — suspected that Kakashi’s state of mind in that moment 
was unknowable now, perhaps even to him. 


It didn’t matter. Kakashi hadn’t asked him to understand, he had 
asked him to stay. And Iruka would. 


“How do you want to do this?” Kawaguchi asked. 


Kakashi looked down at the grave, and then at the bag in his hands. 


“Do you think it would be OK if | left it in the box?” he asked. “I don’t 
think | can touch it again.” 


“Well, we weren't going to dig her up and put it back where you 
found it,” Kawaguchi said, pulling a face. “In the box will have to do.” 


“If you turn off the seals, it'll start to decay,” Iruka said. “Or even if 
you don’t, it'll run out of chakra eventually. Then it'll rot away into the 
earth, just like the rest of her. She'll all be together in the end.” 


Kakashi relaxed. “That’s all | want. For her to stay in her grave.” He 
paused. “Is that a callous thing to say?” 


“No,” lruka said. “It's where the dead are meant to stay. We bury 
them deep for a reason.” 


He held out his hand for the torch, and Kakashi gave it to him. Iruka 
trained the beam on the grave as Kakashi put the bag down by his 
feet and brought his hands together in a quick jutsu. The earth 
trembled as it pushed itself aside to form a hole, much smaller than 
the grave Kakashi had dug in the grounds of his house. It was black 
inside, even when Iruka shone the torch directly into it, and he 
couldn't tell how deep it went. 


Kawaguchi had turned and was scanning the graveyard, keeping a 
lookout, though Iruka doubted that anyone else would be visiting 
here in the dead of night. Still, he wasn’t keen to be caught digging 
up a grave to bury a human heart. That was the sort of thing that got 
you dragged to T&l. 


Kakashi carefully pulled the box out of the bag. He held it at almost 
arm’s length, keeping his gaze trained on it as though it might do 
something dangerous. 


“Did you want to say something?” Iruka suggested. 


“| think | said everything | needed to say to her,” Kakashi said. “The 
thing about talking to the dead is that they don't always want to 
listen. | don’t Know what | was hoping to get from her but whatever it 
was, it was something she couldn't give.” 


He crouched down at the edge of the hole, and Iruka felt a little flash 
of chakra as Kakashi released the seals on the box. Then he 
lowered it down into the hole, beyond the reach of Iruka’s light. 
When he dropped it, Iruka thought he heard a muffled sound as it hit 
the bottom, but it was so quiet he couldn’t be sure. And then it was 
gone. 


Kakashi sat back on his heels and stared at the hole. Then he cast 
another jutsu and the earth shifted again, filling itself in. There was 
no erasing the fact that the ground had been disturbed, but Kakashi 
tried his best to neaten it up, patting down the wet earth with his bare 
hands and then wiping them on his pants as he stood back up. 


“All done?” Kawaguchi asked softly. 


“Yeah.” Kakashi was still staring at the spot where Rin’s heart had 
vanished forever. 


“Are you OK?” Iruka tried. 


Kakashi was silent for a moment. “I thought I’d feel something when 
all the ghosts were gone, but I’m just...tired.” 


“It's been a long day,” Kawaguchi said. 


“It’s been a long few years,” Kakashi said. He rubbed a hand over 
his face. “This was supposed to change something. How can | go 
through all this and be just as messed up by the end of it as | was at 
the beginning? | wanted closure, damnit. Why can't | just have that? 
Why do | have to feel like this all the fucking time?” He abruptly 
turned his back on Rin’s grave, taking a deep breath and blowing it 
out. “If anything, | feel worse now. I’m angry. | think I’ve been angry 


for years and years and just pushed it down so far that | didn’t even 
realise.” 


“Then something has changed,” Iruka said. “You’re not pushing it 
down anymore. You're letting it out.” 


“That isn’t a good thing,” Kakashi said. He’d crossed his arms tightly 
across his stomach, gripping his elbows. 


“Neither is all the people you love being dead,” Iruka said. “| know 
about being angry, Kakashi. It feels like shit, and it makes people 
treat you like shit, especially when it has nowhere to go so you aim it 
out at the whole world. But sometimes the whole world deserves it! 
Because they can see you're in pain and they do nothing.” Kakashi 
had hunched even further into himself, but Iruka stood right in front 
of him so that Kakashi couldn't avoid his fierce gaze. “Except for the 
people who care. You're going to be angry, Kakashi, and there’s 
nothing you can do to turn that off, but you don’t have to be angry 
alone.” 


“You won't want to be around me if I’m angry all the time,” Kakashi 
said quietly. 


“Don't be stupid,” Iruka said. “You’ve met my best friends. It’s not 
easy going through the shit we've been through, and yeah, 
sometimes things get messy and we're at each other’s throats, but 
l’d burn this whole village to the ground for them. That’s how you 
survive when every day is hell — you find the people you'd go 
through hell for, and who'll drag you kicking and screaming when you 
can't make it out by yourself.” 


Kakashi’s arms had loosened their death grip on themselves, and 
now everything in his posture was tentative and hopeful, as though 
poised with a question he didn’t dare ask. 


“lm talking about me, idiot,” Iruka said. “I’m going to drag you kicking 
and screaming all the way through this, however long it takes. | can't 


make it feel any better, and | can’t understand what you’ve been 
through, but you don’t have to hide how you feel from me.” 


“What if it never goes away?” Kakashi whispered. “What if | can’t be 
fixed?” 


“Then I'll always be here,” Iruka said simply. “I don’t have anywhere 
better to be for the next fifty years.” 


Kakashi just looked at him. He wouldn't dare believe it yet, Iruka 
knew. When you'd lost so much, it took time to believe in 
permanency again. But Iruka could work on that. He would build up 
the truth of it one steady day at a time. 


Kawaguchi stepped out of the shadows and dropped a hand on 
Kakashi's shoulder. 


“| can’t say it as well as Iruka, but me too,” he said. “Obviously. For 
one thing, you promised me daily muffins for the rest of my life. You 
better not let me down.” 


Kakashi looked between them both, blinking hard. He tried to speak, 
but his voice broke, and he coughed and looked down before trying 
again. 


“Thanks,” he said hoarsely, and that seemed to be all he could get 
out. It was enough. 


lruka picked up the empty bag and shone the torch back down the 
row of graves. 


“Come on,” he said. “We'll walk you home.” 


He led the way back through the darkness, picking out each step 
with the soft glow of the torch. For so long, the nights had been 
stifling, but a cool breeze plucked at Iruka’s clothes and he felt a little 
shiver of pleasure as he realised his bare arms were pebbled with 


goosebumps. He breathed the night air in deep and wasn’t afraid of 
anything it might hold. 


As they passed the final line of stones, he felt Kakashi pause at his 
shoulder and knew he was looking back over the silent graves. Iruka 
stopped and turned back too, away from the golden light of the 
streetlamps gleaming beyond the graveyard gate, with the faith that 
it would still be shining when he turned back. Together, they stared 
into the dark, and although nothing rose up to nip at their heels, 
there were still countless bodies in the earth at their feet who had 
once been alive and would now forever be dead. 


Kakashi turned his back on them first, and Iruka led him away from 
the resting dead, back to the safety and brightness of home. 


Chapter End Notes 


Rin's heart was actually inspired by Mary Shelley, author of 
Frankenstein, whose husband died young in a tragic accident. 
The story goes that when his body was cremated, his heart 
refused to burn, and so one of his friends gave it to Mary, who 
kept it for the rest of her life. 
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The next day dawned cool and fresh, the sky awash with clouds. The 
window was open when Iruka awoke, and the air was humid with the 
promise of future rain but no longer oppressive. He felt as though he 
had been asleep for a very long time. 


He had stayed the night at the Hatake compound on a futon in 
Kakashi's room, but Kakashi had already got up and the room was 
empty. Kawaguchi had left them at the door last night, going on to 
the hospital at Kakashi’s insistence, and had sent them a message 
to let them know he was fine. He would be working another ANBU 
shift today, Iruka knew, and he was hoping for an update on Anko. 
He checked his messaging seal but there was no news yet. It was 
probably still too early. 


For the first time in a long while, the house felt at peace. lruka 
showered, lathering Kakashi’s body wash over his skin and taking 
secret pleasure in knowing he’d smell like Kakashi for the rest of the 
day. It felt intimate to go through his morning routine in Kakashi’s 
space; in being naked, yes, but also in rubbing Kakashi’s toothpaste 
on his teeth with a finger to brush them as best he could, and to 
scrape back his hair at Kakashi’s mirror like he did this every day. 
Like he belonged here. 


He hadn't had time to think much since his revelation that his 
feelings for Kakashi ran deeper than friendship. Now, in the silence 
of Kakashi’s house, he finally had the space to wonder what he 
should do about it. He thought about Kakashi telling Rin / don’t fee/ 
that way about girls and his stomach flipped. He remembered how 


hard Kawaguchi had laughed when Iruka had implied that she was 
trying to seduce Kakashi with her female henges. 


Was Iruka doing the maths right or was he, in his hope, using the 
wrong equation? 


He hadn't had chance to think about himself much either. What did it 
mean that he could feel this way about another boy? What did it 
mean that he still got tongue-tied around pretty girls? Would one of 
these things go away or could they both exist together? It frightened 
him that there was a part of himself he hadn’t Known about and still 
couldn't pin down. He desperately wanted to talk to someone, and at 
the same time he wanted to hide it deep in the core of himself and 
never let it out. 


For now, he decided to leave it alone as best he could. He didn't 
have time to sit around brooding. The house was too quiet, and he 
needed to go and find Kakashi — and if his heart lit up at the very 
thought, well, hopefully it wouldn’t show. 


There were signs of the haunting everywhere in the house. The 
broken mirror still lay in the henge room, and the candelabra with its 
burnt-down candles still sat on the dining room table. But they were 
artefacts now of something past and gone. Iruka felt no pang of 
terror when he looked at them: only relief that they had already faced 
these trials and would never have to suffer them again. 


He found Kakashi at his memento mori shrine, kneeling before the 
table. He was wearing a yukata, funeral black, and his sharingan eye 
was uncovered but closed. He looked up as Iruka approached. 


“You're one item short now,” Iruka said, hanging back, not wanting to 
intrude. 


There were no candles lit or incense burning today. Only the obi, the 
greetings card and the sword, still freshly sharpened. Although 
Sakumo had gone, the sword made Iruka more uneasy now; its 
gleam was like a dead thing that had come back to life. 


“| think it’s time to put them away,” Kakashi said. 
“Forever?” 
Kakashi was silent for a moment, surveying his table of loss. 


“Until next year.” He reached out and touched the hilt of the sword, 
but didn’t pick it up. Just let his finger rest against the metal. “l 
thought about giving this one away, but | couldn’t stand the thought 
of it killing again.” 


“You could bury it,” Iruka suggested. “If you decide to build a 
memorial, maybe that’s where it belongs.” 


Kakashi let his finger slip gently away from the sword. “Maybe,” he 
said. 


He waved Iruka down to the floor beside him, and Iruka sat, crossing 
his legs beneath him. He was careful not to touch the shrine, but he 
let his knee graze Kakashi’s thigh before losing his nerve and 
tucking his legs in tighter. 


“What are you planning to do about the dojo?” he asked. 


“| think later today I'll go ask around about getting it all removed. The 
quicker | get it dealt with, the better. In the meantime, | can at least 
make sure it isn’t too dangerous. | gave it a quick sweep this 
morning.” He gestured to a broom sitting up against the wall that 
lruka hadn’t noticed. There were blades of grass caught between the 
bristles. “Il want to bring Naruto over.” 


“Today?” 
“If | have time.” 


That seemed like a positive sign. But it also seemed a little too 
normal, a little too fast. Iruka didn’t know what he’d expected. He’d 
seen Kakashi so hurt and afraid and angry while the ghosts had 


wreaked havoc on his home; it seemed strange that he could carry 
on now they were gone and resume the life he’d put on hold. 


“You can wait a while if you need to, you know,” he said. “After 
everything that’s happened, you can take some time to rest.” 


“| don’t think I’m the resting type,” Kakashi said. “And | don't really 
know what to do to make things better. | obviously have a lot of stuff 
to work through, but knowing that doesn’t help me figure out how to 
deal with it. | think the best thing to do is to carry on and hope that | 
figure it out with time.” 


“And with my help,” Iruka put in, and Kakashi smiled at him. It was a 
tired smile, with his lips locked tight away behind the mask, but it 
was a smile nonetheless and it was beautiful. 


“| couldn't do it without you,” Kakashi said. 


lruka left him to it shortly afterwards. He’d wanted to stay longer, but 
he had his own life to return to, which would go on with or without his 
consent. He had a seals tutorial scheduled that afternoon, and he 
would need to buy more groceries if he wanted to eat that night. He 
was looking forward to Mizuki coming home, though he didn’t know 
how he was going to explain to him about Anko. Logically, he knew 
there was nothing he could have done, but he still felt a guilty twinge 
whenever he thought of the way he had stood on the lawn and 
watched Kawaguchi lead her away. 


He ran into Takeo when he was almost halfway home. He had cut 
through a back alleyway, and had been buried so deep in his 
thoughts that he hadn't noticed a second presence until they were 
almost upon each other. Takeo was alone for once, and looked just 


as Startled as Iruka felt. They both stopped abruptly and stared at 
each other, sizing the other up. 


Takeo scowled at him, but it was lacking the same ferocity he’d 
shown the last time they met. He looked tired and there was a half- 
healed bruise on his cheek. Iruka wondered if, when he’d bothered 
Anko on her way back from the cave, the two of them had come to 
blows before ANBU had intervened. 


“| heard your monster friend got arrested again,” Takeo said. 


lruka wasn’t at all surprised that he knew. What surprised him was 
his own weariness, not at having to fight this battle again, but at the 
knowledge that this was only the first of many more battles to come. 
No matter what Anko did, she would never be free of this. And for as 
long as lruka stayed by her side, he would never be free of it either. 
Perhaps that was the way it had to be, and for Takeo and all the 
other kidnapped kids, perhaps it was all the justice they would ever 
get. But then how would Anko get her justice? Didn't she deserve 
some too? 


“| don’t want to fight with you today,” Iruka said. He tried to walk past, 
but Takeo grabbed his arm. 


“You're going to have to choose, Iruka,” he said. His glass eye stared 
over lruka’s shoulder, but his other eye was sharp. “I Know you 
saved me, but you can’t be a hero if you keep hanging around with 
her. People are already changing their tune about you. It'll be too late 
soon if you want to get back on side.” 


“| know whose side I’m on,” Iruka said. “And you're wrong — | can be 
Anko’s friend and still hate what she did. Splitting the world into 
heroes and villains is what messes people up.” 


“| know who messed me up,” Takeo said. “And I’m not going to let it 
happen again. But you? If you’re not careful, you’re going to end up 
just like her. Or just like me.” 


Some of his intensity was wearing off, as though he were too worn 
out to keep up the bluster. Iruka couldn’t remember how old he was 
— twelve or thirteen. Suddenly, he seemed terribly young. 


“She wanted to kill him, you know,” Iruka said, and some 
complicated emotion passed over Takeo’s face. “That’s why she got 
herself arrested a second time. Would that be enough? If she killed 
him for what he did to you?” 


Takeo was silent for a moment. And then he asked, “And that will 
give me back my eye, will it? It'll bring back the kids she helped him 
kill?” When Iruka didn’t answer, he said, “She can’t take back what’s 
already done, and there are some things you can’t make right.” 


He let go of lruka’s arm and stepped back, regarding him with 
something like pity, something like dormant rage. 


“It's not too late for you, but it will be soon,” he said. “Remember 
what | said.” 


Then he turned and walked away, and Iruka watched him go. 


“You handled that well,” a quiet voice said behind him, and Iruka 
jumped and spun around. 


Eagle was standing there, as nonchalant as though he'd been there 
all along, although he must have swung down from the rooftop in the 
few seconds when Iruka’s back had been turned. 


“Do you have to sneak up on me like that?” Iruka asked, clutching 
his chest. And then, as suspicion bloomed, “Were you following 
me?” 


“| happened to see you passing by and thought I'd quickly check in 
on you,” Eagle said. “You must have had a trying day yesterday. | 
heard Anko was caught at Kakashi’s house, so I’m assuming you 
were there too.” 


He didn’t know the half of it, but it wasn’t like he’d believe it if lruka 
told him. 


“Is she OK?” he asked, because that was the most important thing. 


“| haven't seen her, but I’ve heard they'll be letting her go sometime 
today,’ Eagle said. “Those of us who were meant to be keeping an 
eye on her are rather in disgrace right now. I’m starting to think we 
need a special training class for how to deal with you and your 
friends.” 


lruka barely heard anything after /etting her go. 

“Really? Today? Do you know when?” 

“?’m sure they'll make her sweat for a few more hours, for all the 
good it'll do. Locking her up and keeping her in the village don’t 
seem to be very effective. I’ve heard — and this is only a rumour — 
that she’s going to get fast-tracked back into a genin team. | suppose 
the idea is to keep her too busy to cause any mischief.” 


Anko had mentioned something about a new genin team too. Iruka 
had learnt not to place any faith in the system, but he hoped that this 
wasn't an empty promise. Anko would do better if she had something 
to structure her days and get her out of the house. He only hoped 
her teammates and sensei wouldn't be prejudiced against her. 


“It would also take some of the pressure off you and Mizuki,” Eagle 
added lightly. “If she has other people around to look out for her.” 


“Isn't that what you guys were meant to be doing?” 
“In theory, yes, but | don’t think she liked us much.” 
lruka snorted. “| wonder why.” 


For all his affected casualness, Eagle was still watching him closely. 


“How's your other little problem going?” he asked. “The ghosts, | 
mean.” 


lruka knew it was stupid, but he glanced around, as though Kakashi 
might be hiding somewhere in earshot. 


“We took care of it,” he said. “Yesterday. Your stories helped.” 


“They did?” Eagle sounded surprised but pleased. “Well, good. Does 
that mean your ghosts weren't as real as you'd thought?” 


lruka had thought about this a lot since Eagle had first posed to him 
that Kakashi was the root of the hauntings. That there were no 
spirits, only Kakashi’s trauma and a power he couldn't control. And 
there were certain things that were easier to explain that way, like 
the electricity in the air and Kakashi’s chakra exhaustion. But 
Kawaguchi had not faked Rin, Iruka was certain of that. And other 
things lay on the boundary between the improbable and the 
impossible: could Kakashi really have put Iruka under a genjutsu 
without realising? Did his sharingan truly have that much power, to 
create the vision of Obito they both had seen? Could he put himself 
under the influence of his own sharingan eye? Iruka couldn't 
disprove it, but it wasn’t the simplest explanation. That Kakashi had 
been possessed by a ghost was easier to swallow. 


“They were real,” he said simply. “If you’d seen them, you’d believe it 
too.” 


“Maybe | would,” Eagle agreed. “And maybe ‘are they real?’ is the 
wrong question. I’ve been thinking about what | told you — that 
ghosts and memories aren't that different, especially for those who 
have the sharingan. We're haunted when the dead have power over 
us, when they refuse to leave. If a memory is so powerful that it 
becomes something we can hear and see and touch — maybe that’s 
what a ghost really is.” 


“SO basically you think I’m right and you just don’t want to say so,” 
lruka said, and Eagle laughed, 


“Let’s say I’ve moved from one side of the fence to sitting on it,” he 
said. “I would love to hear sometime about how you banished your 
last two ghosts.” 


But Iruka shook his head. 


“That's not my story to tell,” he said. “It wasn’t last time either. Please 
never tell Kakashi that | told you about the ghosts. Don’t mention the 
dojo either.” He stared at the floor. “Il know you’re not meant to lie to 
your friends, but he already knows the back door got fucked up and 
he really wasn’t happy about it. That was how Anko got in.” 


“| won't tell him,” Eagle said, and he solemnly crossed his heart. “Did 
he make you take down the seals?” 


“The rain destroyed them yesterday.” He had cleaned up the soggy 
remains that morning. “You need to teach me that jutsu you used. 
Not so | can break into anyone’s house,” he added, because he 
knew ANBU still had a certain impression of him. “I want to learn to 
make better warding seals. Ones you can’t jutsu your way through.” 


Eagle hummed thoughtfully. “Tell you what. I'll Keep your secret, and 
when | teach you high level ward-picking jutsus, you don't tell 
anyone who you learnt them from.” 


lruka perked up. “Deal.” 
He thought the conversation was over, but Eagle was hesitating. 


“Tell me one thing,” Eagle said. “Should | be concerned about 
Kakashi? Or you or Snail?” 


lruka didn’t honestly know the answer to that question. Should Eagle 
be concerned? Probably someone should, but he wasn’t sure Eagle 
was the right person. Perhaps the right person didn’t even exist. 


“We're not as bad for each other as you think we are,” he said at 
last. “We're taking care of each other, and it’s more or less working 


” 


out. 
He expected Eagle to push back, but he only nodded. 


“If that ever changes,” he said, “let me know, and I'll do my best to 
help.” 


lruka didn’t think his help would be worth much, but it was nice to be 
offered. In fact, Eagle had been offering for a long time now, and 
lruka had never wanted his help, but maybe one day he might. 


“Thanks,” he said, and found that he meant it. 


For the rest of the day, Iruka could barely concentrate on anything. 
He was always half-watching the windows, waiting for an ANBU to 
show up and tell him that Anko had been released. No one had 
promised to give him a heads up, but he thought that Kakashi at 
least would seek him out if he heard the news. But no one came, 
and the hours dragged by. 


After dinner, he decided he couldn't stand it anymore and he hurried 
down to T&l, determined to sit outside the doors until either Anko 
emerged or someone came to chase him away. He took up his post 
on a rooftop across the street and watched the comings and goings 
with a mixture of anxiety and boredom that kept his limbs restless. 
His knees jogged up and down, and he found himself emptying his 
pockets in search of something to fiddle with. In the end, he used a 
barrier seal to try and do Kawaguchi’s chakra control exercises, and 
failed miserably because half his attention was trained on the 
building below. 


After what felt like an age but might not yet have been a full hour, he 
heard someone climb onto the building behind him. He assumed it 


was one of the ANBU finally losing their patience and moving him 
on, but when he turned around, to his surprise, he found Mizuki 
walking over. 


“You're back!” he said, stupidly, jumping up with a burst of happiness 
before suddenly faltering. If Mizuki had tracked him down here, he’d 
have heard about Anko. “I can explain,” he said hastily. “Really, it 
wasn't my fault.” 


Mizuki still had his mission pack, and he dropped it by Iruka’s feet 
and raised an eyebrow at him. He didn’t look impressed, and Iruka 
braced himself for a scolding. 


“Oh, it’s not your ass I’m planning to kick,” Mizuki said darkly. “You 
think Anko’s having a tough time in there?” He jabbed a thumb at 
T&l. “Just wait until | get my hands on her.” 


lruka wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved for himself or bad for Anko. 
He settled for a little of both. 


“How'd you hear about it anyway?” he asked. 

“One of your ANBU friends found me when | was heading home,” 
Mizuki said. “The one with the spiral on his mask. He said you were 
moping around up here — and he also said you wouldn't have to wait 
much longer.” 


That perked Iruka up enough that he wasn’t even mad at Kawaguchi 
for not coming up here and telling him that an hour ago. 


“About time,” he sighed. “I’ve been going crazy waiting.” 


But Mizuki was staring past him down at the ground, and he bent to 
scoop up his bag again. 


“Looks like | got here just in time,” he said. 


The door to T&l had opened, and a young man with a scarred face 
had stepped out. Iruka barely glanced at him, instead zeroing in on 


the smaller figure following him. The man said something to her and 
Anko looked up, scanning the rooftops, and Iruka realised she was 
looking for them. 


He didn’t need more of an invitation. He threw himself over the edge 
of the roof, clambering down with chakra and then dropping to the 
ground, wincing as his shoes hit the pavement too hard. But he 
didn't stop to rest his stinging ankles, and he raced across the street, 
Mizuki close on his heels. 


Anko’s smile was small when they skidded to a stop in front of her, 
but it was better than no smile at all. Only then did Iruka realise that 
Kawaguchi was hanging back in the doorway, fully suited up as 
Snail, but he was the only ANBU around. That had to be a good 
sign, right? 


“Well?” Mizuki demanded, looking between Kawaguchi and the other 
man, who Iruka didn’t recognise but assumed was a shinobi with 
T&I. “Is she coming home?” 


“Yes,” Kawaguchi said, stepping forwards. “We're satisfied that she 
didn't have any grand plans to help her sensei back into the village — 
or go and join him.” 


Mizuki scoffed. “I could have told you that,” he said with a scornful 
confidence that Iruka was sure he wouldn't feel if he’d been at the 
dojo yesterday. But Iruka wasn’t going to contradict him — not when 
Anko looked so grateful that they were both here. 


“But,” Kawaguchi continued, fixing Anko with a hard stare, “this is her 
final warning, and she knows exactly what will happen if she tries a 
stunt like that again.” 

“| won't,” Anko muttered. “One night in a cell was enough, thanks.” 


“Shame,” said the scarred man, speaking for the first time. “It’s been 
an education having you here. As far as I’m concerned, if we're 


raising kids who can get one past ANBU, we must be doing 
something right.” 


He looked at Iruka too as he said it, and since he seemed to know 
who Iruka was, Iruka felt like it was only fair he get to stare brazenly 
back. The two scars running across the man’s face both came 
dangerously close to his eyes, and one cut across the corner of his 
lips. His forehead protector was sewn into a bandana, which covered 
his whole head, and beneath it were two dark, serious eyes. Iruka 
wasn't so great at guessing adult’s ages, but he put him roughly in 
his early twenties. 


“Who are you?” Mizuki asked. 


“Morino Ibiki,” the man said, still looking at Iruka. “I’ve heard a few 
things about the three of you. Nice to know that at least some of 
them are true.” His lips quirked up in a crooked smile at the side 
where it was scarred. 


“Don’t encourage them,” Kawaguchi muttered. “They'll only bring you 
more work.” 


“Good thing | enjoy my job then,” Ibiki said mildly. 
“What is your job?” Iruka asked. 
Ibiki’s smile widened. “Torture,” he said, “and interrogation.” 


lruka suddenly felt a lot more worried about the time Anko had spent 
with him, but when he glanced at her, she gave her head a little 
shake. 


“Can | go home already?” she asked, and then tacked on “Please?” 


Ibiki waved them off. “Go ahead. You’re all signed out. Don’t do it 
again and all that.” 


He gave Iruka one more inscrutable look and then turned and 
headed back into the building, leaving the three of them alone with 


Kawaguchi. Anko turned to scowl up at him. 


“Are you going to follow me home?” she asked. 


(Tz) 


Fraid so.” 


Anko let out a heavy sigh, but she didn’t argue. She hadn’t been 
cowed by her stay at T&l but her edges had definitely been 
smoothed over. She wasn't the desperate wreck who had clung to 
lruka in the dojo, and she wasn’t the furious girl who Kakashi had 
carried, screaming and thrashing, back into Konoha after she'd tried 
to run. Iruka couldn't tell if those feelings were simmering under the 
surface still or if she’d really been frightened into submission. It 
bothered him that he didn’t know, but he was starting to think that 
there would never be easy answers when it came to Anko — or at 
least not for a very long time — and he would have to learn to live 
with that. 


“She still has an ANBU guard?” Iruka asked in dismay. 


Kawaguchi finally looked at him, and only then did Iruka realise he’d 
been avoiding Iruka’s gaze the whole time. 


“The rest of her guard has been replaced,” he said. “Since they failed 
to stop her sneaking around. But I’m still here.” 


lruka wasn't sure how to read his tone or body language, except that 
it was all so neutral it had to be covering something else. Did he feel 
bad about being the one to catch Anko, and apparently the only one 
who hadn't been sacked in disgrace from her guard? Or was he 
conscious of the power Iruka held over him now. Iruka doubted he’d 
told anyone that his identity had been compromised during a séance. 
lruka knew his name and face — and more than that, Iruka had seen 
the parts of him that he kept hidden in the Hatake compound. The 
parts that sat in front of a mirror for hours on end, wearing dresses 
and an engagement ring. 


If lruka wanted to — if he was angry enough on Anko’s behalf — he 
could ruin Kawaguchi. 


lruka looked him levelly and said, “Next time, stop her before she 
does whatever stupid thing she’s planning.” 


Kawaguchi’s shoulders slumped a little in relief and he nodded. 
“That's the plan.” 


He brought his hands together and disappeared, and when Iruka 
looked up, he spotted a flash of ANBU armour on the rooftop he’d 
been waiting on. 


Like Iruka would ever rat him out. Then he'd be just like Takeo, 
dividing the world into warring sides. He was better than that. 


Anko was watching the roof as well, with an expression of tired 
resignation. 


“How’d that thing with Kakashi go?” she asked without looking down. 
“Is it over now?” 


Mizuki looked at him expectantly too, but he didn’t butt in and ask for 
all the gory details. He probably would in a day or so but Iruka was 
grateful for even this reprieve. 


“| think it’s one of those things that’s never really over,” he said. “But 
if what you’re really asking is whether I’m going to blow you guys off 
to spend time with him today, then no, I’m not.” 


“What about tomorrow?” Mizuki asked. 
“Not then either.” 
“And the day after that?” 


lruka rolled his eyes. “I'll buy a diary and pencil you in for the rest of 
the year, how about that?” 


“| guess that'll have to do,” Anko said, and she turned and started 
walking, not in the direction of home, but towards the dusky central 
streets, where the shadows were long but the voices and laughter 
still loud. “Mizuki, you just got paid. | have a craving for dumplings.’ 


They fell into step beside her, and Iruka could already smell the 
spices on the breeze and hear the sizzle from carts selling street 
food. The heatwave had gone, but the summer was still here, hot 
and bright and endless. 


Chapter End Notes 


When | started writing this fic, | really thought it would only be 
40K. Joke's on me Imao. 


Thanks to the Big Bang mods for all the work they put into this 
event, and thank you to Aratribo for being such a delight to work 
with. | really enjoyed writing this fic, and | hope everyone had a 
good time reading it <3 | definitely have other fics planned for 
this series so expect the next instalment perhaps next year. 


In the meantime, there is now a kakairu discord server! Come 
chat to me and other kakairu fans <3 You can find a joining link 
here on the server tumblr. 


EDIT - if after all this heavy stuff you need a laugh then please 
check out the amazing fanart reineydraws did for this fic! She 
drew our intrepid ghostbusting team, which you can view here 
on her Tumblr. Check out her other art too! She's fantastic! 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if 
you enjoyed their work! 


